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CHAPTER 64 
NEW BEGINNING 


December. 


The cold weather that started at the end of November continued and I had gotten 
used to it by now. 


“aUrk..?” 
I woke up and turned off the alarm on my phone. 


I was about to complain about how cold it was, but I could only manage to make a 
grunt. 


It had been getting colder, especially in the mornings. It got harder to leave my bed 
because of it. Even if I were to go to the living room, it would take a while for the 
heater to kick in and warm the room. 

Well actually, it only took a few minutes, but those few minutes feel like an eternity. 
Nevertheless, I still had to get up. 

I endured the cold, washed my face and tidied my appearance a little. 


“This should be enough.” 


I muttered to myself as I looked at my reflection in the mirror. The dark circles under 
my eyes were slowly fading away, probably because I hadn’t been staying up late. 


My bangs were getting longer. Although there was no rule at school regarding the 
hair length, having my bangs hanging over my eyes like this was annoying. I should 


visit the barber soon. 


I started to make a habit of taking care of my appearance a little more. 
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“Good morning, Maki.” 
“Good morning, mom. You look sleepy.” 
“I only slept for four hours last night...” 


The living room was starting to warm up. I made her a cup of coffee to help her wake 
up. 


My mom worked at a publishing company. At this time of the year, she was especially 
busy. 


She still had the time to go home and sleep, but as the end of the year approached, 
the time she spent working overtime increased and she couldn't make it back home 
often. 

I secretly prayed that I wouldn't be involved with this kind of job in the future. 
“Speaking of which, Maki...” 

“Hm?” 

“Do you have any plans for Christmas?” 


“No, not really.” 


Why Christmas? There should be more important events than Christmas, no? I mean, 
the final exams start next week and also New Year’s Eve. 


Christmas should be irrelevant. I have no reason to care about it... Or that’s how I 
used to think. 


After all, I’ve been spending the end of the year alone up until last year. 


“If you're talking about Umi... I haven’t made any plans with her yet. Give me a 
break, the month just started, mom...” 


There was a girl I was close to. 


The face of a certain friend of mine, grinning impishly, flashed through my mind. 
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Her name was Asanagi Umi. 


We've been friends for a little over three months, but we’ve been through a lot 
together and our relationship developed to the point where we were now more than 
friends. 


We've hung out a lot during the weekends, playing and eating together, holding 
hands and she even kissed me that one time... We aren't lovers yet, for some reason, 
but whatever... 

Anyway, this is our first Christmas since we got to know each other. Since the winter 
break will start before Christmas, we should be able to plan something during that 


time. 


“Really? In that case, talk to her quickly and book her during that day. If you think 
that you can take your sweet time, perish the thought, someone will overtake you.” 


“I doubt that’s the case...” 

“Umi is popular at your school, right?” 

“Ah... right...” 

She has a point. Umi had a lot of acquaintances at school and most importantly, there 
was also her best friend, Amami-san. It wasn’t impossible that she would spend 
Christmas with them. 


I didn't really care about that, but mom would probably scold me if I were to say that. 


“Well, if you're going to bring her home for Christmas, do it as soon as possible. Also, 
notify me when you do, okay?” 


“Got it.” 


Normally, mom wouldn't say anything about our relationship, but she was unusually 
pushy today. 


Maybe it was because Christmas was a day filled with bitter memories for both of us. 


That was probably the main reason why she was being pushy, she wanted me to 
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overwrite that memory with happier ones. 

Well, I also wanted to spend as much time as possible with Umi if I could. 
“Ah, right, Maki. Before you invite Umi here, I have something to tell you.” 
“It sounds important... What is it?” 

“Mm. You see...” 

Her face turned serious. 

“Use protection.” 

What the f**k? 

Anyway, I kicked her out of the house immediately. 


Seriously, stop worrying about useless things and get to work. 
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CHAPTER 65 
INVITATION 


Let’s forget about Christmas for the time being. 


Umi and I decided to continue our relationship as friends on the assumption that we 
would become lovers eventually, but it didn’t mean that we did anything different. 


We spent more time together, but all we were talking about were trivial things like a 
new pizza menu, or trash talking about a certain soft drink company. We still did the 


same things as we previously did like playing games together and bantering about 
stupid things. Overall, we were just trying to take it slow and having a good time. 


“Umi, good morning~!” 

“Morning. How are you so energetic in this bloody cold weather?” 
“Ehehe~ Do you want me to share some of my energy with you?” 
“No, thanks. How do you even do that in the first place?” 

“Kiss!” 


“If you do that, instead of getting more energetic, people will just get aroused 
instead... Also, I’m not into that kind of stuff, okay?” 


When I entered the classroom, I saw those two being chummy this early in the 
morning. 


Amami Yuu and Asanagi Umi. The centers of our class and the two most beautiful 
girls. 


They’ve known each other since grade school and they were best friends, but lately 
they’ve been really close with each other. 


Of course that wasn’t a bad thing. It was good that those two got along so well 
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considering what happened to them in the past, but... Isn’t Amami-san too touchy 
feely? 


‘Hehe, as expected, Amami x Asanagi is the correct pairing.’ 
‘No, no, it’s obvious that the pairing should be Asanagi x Amami.’ 


Ignoring the shipping talk that started somewhere within the class, I walked toward 
the two girls. 


“Good morning, Amami-san...’ 

“Ah, good morning, Maki-kun! Today’s weather is really cold, isn’t it? My hand felt so 
numb that I couldn't even remove my coat earlier! Oh, right, are you okay with the 
cold, Maki-kun? Do you want me to warm up your hands?” 

“Ah, no need, I brought a pocket warmer.’ 

I immediately hid my hands before Amami-san could grab them. 

As usual, her sense of distance toward the opposite gender was off. She did draw a 
clear line between people though. She divided everyone in four categories; stranger, 
acquaintance, friend and best friend and treated them accordingly. But thanks to 
this, a lot of boys misunderstood her, and thought that they had a chance with her 
and were inevitably crushed by the cold reality. 

“Good morning, Maehara.” 

“Mm... Good morning, Asanagi.’ 


The way Umi and I treated each other in class didn't really change. 


Since the lover’s hold incident, the whole class knew that we were close, but that 
didn’t mean that we would go out our way to flirt in front of everyone. 


That was why we kept our interactions at school moderate. 
Of course things were different when we were alone. 


That was the dynamic of our relationship. 
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“Hehehe~” 

“Do you have something to say, Yuu?” 

“Nothing~” 

Amami-san, who knew how our relationship worked, grinned at us. 


Because Umi had been keeping her guard up, we were able to silence the voices who 
tried to criticize us, but we still couldn’t control Amami-san’s behavior. 


Rather, we tried to, but gave up soon after. 
Anyway, as Umi and I hung out more with each other, the less I had to deal with 
Amami-san’s antics, but recently she had been looking at us with an amused grin for 


some reason. 


“Umi, you seem to be keeping your distance with Maki-kun lately, what’s wrong? I 
mean, you stopped going to school with him since last Monday...” 


“W-what are you on about? T-there’s nothing wrong, stop making things up!” 
She looked embarrassed. 


Monday was the day when she suddenly gave me a kiss on the cheek. 


Ever since that day, whenever I saw her face, I would remember that scene and 
stumble over my words. Our conversations became awkward lately because of that. 


“Huh~? What’s wrong, Umi? Your face is all red~” 
“There’s nothing wrong! It’s because of the AC! The AC!” 
“Hehe, Umi you're so cute...” 

“You!” 


She seemed to be having fun teasing Umi over this. 


...What a nice hobby she’s got there. 
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Anyway, I went to my seat, leaving those two idiots and prepared for the morning 
class. At that moment, my phone vibrated. Someone sent me a text message. 


[Asanagi: Don’t get the wrong idea, okay?] 

[Maehara: Umi, you're so cute] 

[Asanagi: Do you have a death wish?| 

[Maehara: Please forgive me.| 

[Maehara: Anyway, I have something to talk about.] 

[Asanagi: Hm? What is it?] 

[Maehara: Ah, it’s nothing too important. | 

[Asanagi: Spit it out.] 

[Maehara: It’s about Christmas...] 

I stopped sending anything for a few moments to gauge her reaction. 

[Asanagi: Pervert.] 

[Maehara....] 

[Maehara: Okay, what the f**k?] 

[Asanagi: I mean, aren't you trying to invite me? | 

[Asanagi: You're inviting me over, aren't you? | 

[Maehara: I mean, kinda? Mom wouldn't be there so we could have some time alone.] 
[Asanagi: See? I was right...| 

[Maehara: You still shouldn't call me a pervert out of nowhere like that though...| 
As expected, whenever you talk about Christmas, people will connect it to that kind 
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of talk, huh? 


Actually, I heard from somewhere that people did research on this matter and that 
was proven to be a fact. 


But I didn’t expect that Umi would also think so. 

[Asanagi: Sorry, that was a joke. So, youre up to something? 

[Maehara: Well, if you’re coming, I’m thinking of baking a cake for you. | 

[Asanagi: Seriously? Maki, you can bake a cake?] 

[Maehara: Well, as long as I have the correct ingredients and utensils, yes. | 
[Asanagi: Maki, are you an alien? Be honest.] 

[Maehara: God, I wish. | 

Rather, she was more fitting to be an alien than me. I mean, turning chocolate into 
charcoal isn’t a feat that a normal human is capable of. I wouldn't say it to her face 
though, she would definitely hit me if I did. 

[Asanagi: Maki’s handmade cake huh~ Too bad I got a prior appointment that day...] 
[Maehara: Huh? You do?| 

[Asanagi: Yep, you know, that thing...| 

[Asanagi: Wait a second, Maki, don’t you know about the Christmas Party? | 

Party? 


I was about to reply before I stopped myself. 
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CHAPTER 66 
EMBARRASSING EXCHANGES 


The Christmas party. 

According to Umi, they had been talking about it since the end of the summer break. 
They were going to rent out a civic hall and hold a joint event with other high schools 
in the area. They said it was to strengthen the relationship between the various 
nearby schools. 

This idea came from our school’s student council. They planned to dedicate this 
event to the seniors who were struggling because of their exams. The fee to join in 
the event was three thousand yen and the registration period had been closed for a 


while. 


Actually, Yagisawa-sensei notified us about this when the summer break was over, 
but since I was still unsociable at that time, it completely slipped my mind. 


That party was the reason why Umi would be unavailable during Christmas. 


And since the registration period was closed, I couldn't participate even if I wanted 
to. 


[Asanagi: Well, I’m just there to escort Yuu. But neither of us are looking forward to 
it, to be honest. | 


[Maehara: Amami-san too? I thought she would love going to parties like this. | 
[Asanagi: Originally that’s the case, but well...| 

[Asanagi: They invited other schools to the party and you know...] 

[Maehara: What?] 


[Asanagi: The list includes Tachibana High...] 


traitorAIZEN 12 | 243 


[Maehara:... Ah...] 
I see. 


If people from Tachibana High would be there, that meant their old friends like 
Nitori-san and Houjou-san would be there too. 


I didn’t know what happened between the four of them since their meeting at the 
cultural festival, but from the way Umi talked about them, they’ve grown estranged. 


The festival brought Umi and I closer than we've ever been, but I could say that it 
came with the price of Amami-san losing two other friends. 


There was nothing we could do about it, but the feeling of guilt was still there. 


[Asanagi: Well, we've paid for it already and we can’t get a refund. We planned to eat 
a lot at the party and bail as soon as we can.] 


[Asanagi: Because of that, my schedule from the evening through the night is already 
filled. | 


[Maehara: I see. It can’t be helped then. ] 


Things would become troublesome if they were to cancel their participation, so their 
best course of action would be to attend the party and leave as soon as they could. 


With that, both Umi and Amami-san’s schedule for Christmas was decided. 
[Asanagi: Ah, but...] 

[Maehara: What is it?| 

[Asanagi: I heard the party will end at around 8 or 9.] 

[Asanagi: That’s why... Um...| 

If the party ended at around that time. 


That meant she would be free for the rest of the night. 
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[Maehara: Got it. | 

[Maehara: I'll prepare something light for you to snack on.] 
[Maehara: I'll let my mom know. | 

[Asanagi: Then, I'll be in your care.] 

[Asanagi: lll let my mom know too. | 

[Asanagi: Also...| 

[Maehara: Also? | 

[Asanagi: Um...] 

The moment I saw her next message, my heart beat a step faster. 
[Asanagi: Maybe my mom would let me stay over...] 
Christmas. 


During the day, you were supposed to spend your time together with your loved 
ones. 


While during the night... 


I looked up to Umi's direction to find that she was also staring at me. Our gazes met 
each other. 


ayy 
! 


I could feel the heat rising to my cheeks and I plopped my face down on the desk in 
reflex. 


I glanced over at Umi to see that she had done the exact same thing as I did. 
Could it be? 


„No way... 
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[Maehara: Pervert. | 

[Asanagi: !?] 

[Asanagi: Shut up, idiot! ] 

[Asanagi: Stop teasing me! | 

[Asanagi: This is all your fault! ] 

[Asanagi: What the hell were you thinking, inviting me out of the blue like that?] 
[Maehara: Yes, but it isn’t my fault that your thoughts are rotten. ] 


Of course, I would be lying if I said that those kinds of thoughts didn’t come to my 
mind. In fact, I spent a lot of time thinking about it. 


But anyway, it’s still too early for this kind of talk, the day barely even started. 


Thankfully we were chatting privately. If someone were to read our chat log, they 
would probably label us as an idiotic couple. 


ld rather not being labeled as such. 

But anyway, why weren't we lovers yet? 

When should we start becoming lovers anyway? My circle of friends were so small, I 
couldn't use anyone as a reference because no one had any dating experience. Maybe 


I should look for more friends. 


Anyway, for future references, my circle of friends consisted of two people; Umi and 
her best friend, Amami-san. 


I had no male friends whatsoever, yet I hung out with the two cutest girls in class for 
some reason. 


[Asanagi: Anyway, let’s stop talking about Christmas. ] 


[Maehara: Sure...| 
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[Maehara: Still, I feel bad about Amami-san...| 
[Asanagi: Me too. ] 
[Asanagi: Should I invite her too?] 


That was a good idea. I mean, after the party, me and Umi could hang out together, 
but that would mean that Amami-san would be left out. 


To be honest, I’d rather not leave her out like that. 

[Maehara: Sure, just invite her over] 

[Asanagi: Alright. 

[Asanagi: Also, that girl’s heart is too innocent. | 

[Asanagi: She has been dealing with a lot of troublesome things lately. | 
[Maehara: Huh?| 

[Maehara: Did something happen?| 

[Asanagi: Mm...] 

[Asanagi: Well, it’s related to the upcoming party. | 

[Maehara: ??] 

[Asanagi: You'll understand when you see it.| 

[Asanagi: Meet me at lunch. ] 

[Maehara: Sure...| 

We stopped texting each other after that and put our phones away. 
“Umi, what’s wrong? Your face is red.” 

“Shush! Anyway, do you have some time after school? I wanna talk about something.” 
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“Of course! Ehehe, what kind of talk will we be having? I’m looking forward to it~!” 
There was nothing unusual about Amami-san’s behavior in class. 


Well, if there was something I could do to help her out, I would be glad to help her. 
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CHAPTER 67 
CONFESSION FEST 


Lunch break. 

“Asanagi.” 

“Ah, mm. Wait a minute, let me tidy up my desk first.” 

As promised, I approached her during the lunch break. 

The moment I walked over to her seat and called out to her, the whole class stared at 
me. I could feel a mixture of emotions within those stares, but I had gotten used to it 
by now. 

Umi and I were friends, so approaching her like this should be normal... Right? 
“Thanks for waiting, let’s go... You're going too, right, Nina?” 

“Hehehe... Of course!” 

Nitta-san grinned. 

“Anyway, how’s it going, Rep?” (T/N: Rep for representative. Raw is linchou, which 
could also mean chairman or president. We decided on representative because it fits 
the context, but it feels off as a nickname. What do you guys think?) 

“I told you to cut that out... Whatever...” 

Apparently the three of us will be together this lunch break; me, Umi and Nitta-san. 
Honestly, I found it difficult to deal with people like Nitta-san, but after chatting a 
couple times since the cultural festival, I had gotten used to her. 

Unlike the two central figures of the class, Amami-san and Umi, Nitta-san was the 


kind of person who acted based on the opinion of the majority in the class. By 
looking at her attitude, I could get a feel for how I’m viewed by the class. 
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I would be fine with only having Umi as my friend, but it wouldn’t hurt to have more 
connections, so I should probably try to talk to people other than Umi and Amami- 
san. That was what Umi told me anyway. 

“Alright, let’s go.” 

“Mm... Wait, what about Amami-san?” 


“We're going to pick her up.” 


Normally, wherever Umi was, Amami-san would be there as well. But for some 
reason, she wasn’t currently in the classroom. 


After class was over, she talked a bit with Umi and immediately stormed out of the 
classroom. 


It was unusual since she was always stuck to Umi like glue. 
Where in the world did she run off to? 


* K OX 


The three of us went to pick Amami-san up. With our lunchboxes in hand, we went to 
the place where Amami-san was said to be. 


According to Umi, she was at the student’s bicycle racks. It was one of those spots 
that I frequently used whenever I ate alone. 


It was also a famous confession spot since barely anyone would pass by that place. 
“It feels like I’ve been peeping on other’s confessions a lot lately...” 


I hid in the shadows with Umi and Nitta-san as I watched Amami-san and a male 
student from some distance away. The male student seemed to be an upperclassman. 


“Well, Yuu was the one who asked me to come here.” 
“Eh? Really?” 


“Yeah, you didn’t know about it, Rep?” 
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My question was answered by Nitta-san, who was fiddling her phone. 


“If your friends barge in at the right moment, it’s unlikely that you'll get into trouble 
after rejecting someone. People on the receiving end of the confession would plot 
something like this sometimes too, you know?” 


“In your case, Nina, you just want to peep...’ 


“Tm here to stand by in case something happens~ I mean, in a worst case scenario, 
you ll need someone to be a witness, no?~” 


“Say that after you delete the picture of Maehara and I holding hands...” 


“I can delete it if you want, but I’m sure there are other people who also took 
pictures. It’s useless~” 


I expected this, but the lover’s hold incident turned out to be a hotter topic than | 
thought. 


Thinking back, it was so embarrassing, but thanks to that, people stopped confessing 
to Umi, so you win some and you lose some, I guess. 


Although she didn’t care much about those confessions, it still bothered me a little 
that strangers kept confessing to her. 


Since people stopped trying to win her over, I guess they tried to win over Amami- 
san instead. 


J 


If possible, would you come to the Christmas party with me?... 


Tm sorry... I’ve promised to go to the party with my friends... Besides, I already have 
someone ] like...” 


Obviously he’d get rejected, but I couldn't help but feel a little sorry for him. 
No one knew this except for Umi and I, but at the moment, Amami-san was focusing 
on repairing her relationship with Umi. She simply didn’t have the time to get closer 


to other people, let alone someone from the opposite gender. 


Amami-san would prioritize her best friend, Umi over everyone else, including me. If 
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he really wanted to have a relationship with her, the best thing he could do was to 
wait. 


She said she had someone that she liked? Who? 

I’ve heard her talk about male idols quite often, but I don’t really think those count. 
If I were to name someone that she truly likes... Umi? 

“It’s about time, lovebirds, get ready. Or do you want to wait a little more?” 

“Alright, let’s go. Maehara, follow me.” 

“Eh? Sure...” 


Ignoring Nitta-san’s comment, all three of us went up to Amami-san’s side, 
pretending that it was by chance that we bumped into them. 


“Yuu, what are you doing here? Have you eaten yet? If not, you wanna join us?” 
“Umi! Ah, yes, our business here is pretty much done anyway.’ 

Amami-san saw us and came to our side with her iconic smile on her face. 
‘Thank you, Umi. You too, Ninacchi, Maki-kun.’ 


We quickly left the place. The upperclassman who was left behind looked 
uncomfortable. 


We decided to eat our lunch on a bench in the courtyard. 

As soon as we sat down, Amami-san’s previously stiff face relaxed. 
“Fuuh... What a relief...” 

“Good work, Amami-san. That was quite the ordeal, wasn’t it?” 

“Not really. It’s troublesome to deal with it, but I’m used to it by now.” 


According to Amami-san, she’d actually been called out like this several times since 
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the cultural festival preparation. 


At that time, it was mainly Nitta-san who would interfere instead of Umi since the 
latter was busy with the committee matters. 


Nitta-san tended to slack off back when we were working on our festival project, but 
behind the scenes, she was doing her best to support her friends. 


I guess I could understand why Amami-san and Umi kept her around as a friend. 


There were many things you couldn't understand just by looking at them from the 
corner of the class. 


“Oh, by the way, Umi, you said you have something to talk about after school. What is 
it? Is ita bad time to say it now?” 


“Not really, but Nina is around, so...” 

“Eh? Why are you leaving me out now? Rep, why is she being mean to me?” 
“Uh... sorry about that, Nitta-san...” 

My impression of her had changed, but could I really trust her? 

“It’s fine~, just pretend that Ninacchi doesn’t exist for now~ So, what is it?” 
“Uhh... You see...” 


While keeping a close eye on a certain someone, Umi talked about her plan after the 
Christmas party was over. 


“At Maki-kun’s house? Sure, that sounds fun! If you two are okay with it, I’m down!” 
Amami-san immediately agreed. 


Well, I’ve been troubling her lately, so I guess I’d have to do my best for her during 
that day. 


“Eh? The two cutest girls in our class will hang out at Rep’s house for Christmas... 
Damn, that sounds so interesting... But...” 
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“Huh? That’s rare. You aren't forcing yourself to join us?” 

“I got a date with my boyfriend on that day...” 

““Huh?””” 

“Huh? Didn't I tell you guys? Someone confessed to me at the cultural festival.” 


Umi and Amami-san shook their heads. Since they didn’t know, I obviously didn’t 
know either. 


I’m not surprised since Nitta-san was pretty cute herself. 
We spent the rest of our lunch break listening to her brag about her boyfriend. 
My excitement was through the roof now that my Christmas plans were set. 


But of course, more trouble would come around to bite me after school. 
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CHAPTER 68 
REQUEST FOR COOPERATION 


I was on my way to another classroom for the fifth period when it happened. 


I was blending in with the crowd while watching Umi and Amami-san, who was 
ahead of me, chatting and laughing like usual. 


“Maehara, after school, can you come to the back of the club building?” 
“Huh?” 


Seki-kun suddenly wrapped his hand around my shoulders and asked me that 
question. 


This guy was Seki Nozomu, a member of the baseball club. 


He was the only boy who interacted often with Amami-san’s group. I think everyone 
called him ‘Nozomu’ or ‘Non’. 


In my boredom, I occasionally overheard my other classmate’s conversations and he 
was Often the topic of the conversation. So, even though he wasn’t my friend or 
anything, I knew plenty about him. 


When I did that and a funny conversation came up, I would usually curl up on my 
desk while holding back my laughter. 


... know it’s a strange thing to do, but give me a break, I was a loner for the longest 
time and that was my only pastime in class. Of course I stopped doing that ever since 
I befriended Umi, so instead of doing that, I was on my phone more often than not. 


Well, that aside, let’s deal with Seki-kun first. 


I wonder if this is that cliche where someone would summon another guy to a 
deserted place and surround him to make him know his place? I saw it happen back 
when I was in middle school, will I be the victim this time? 
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Aside from actually witnessing it, I know that this kind of thing is pretty common. 
Some upperclassmen would do this to discipline their misbehaving juniors and stuff. 


But, he should have no reason to do it to me, right?... Wait a second, that isn’t true. 
There was a rumor of me and Amami-san dating. That should be enough reason for 
him to do something like this to me. 

“al... Oi, Maehara?” 


“Y-Yes? W-What is it?” 


“Oi oi, relax. I’m not going to do anything to you, there’s just something I want to tell 
you. I don’t want anyone to overhear it, you see?” 


“T-I see...” 

As soon as Seki-kun, who was 6 feet tall wrapped his hand around my shoulders, I 
got unnecessarily anxious, but it seemed like he really didn’t want to do anything to 
me. His expression looked sincere after all. 

However, what kind of secret would he even tell me?... Wait, could it be? 


“Uh... Are you, maybe?” 


“Anyway, please meet me after school, okay? And if you can, please don’t tell Asanagi 
about this for now.” 


“Got it. After school at the back of the club building?” 
“Yeah, sorry for the trouble... I’m counting on you...” 


After a few more words, he left me and went back to his usual group and pretended 
like nothing happened. 


I was surprised since his request came out of nowhere, so I unconsciously agreed to 
it. Well, it seemed like he really needed me, so it wouldn’t hurt to hear him out. If I 


couldn't help him, I could just say so, no big deal. 


I hope that his group won't gang up on me if I refuse his request though... 
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* kK OX 


After school, I headed to the meet up location alone. Before I headed over, I notified 
Umi about this. 


Seki-kun told me to not tell her about it, but I knew that even though she appeared 
like she was giving all her attention to Amami-san, she was actually paying close 
attention to me. Even if I kept silent, she was bound to find out about this and I don’t 
want to cause her unnecessary worry, so I decided to let her know. 

[Maehara: Umi.] 

[Asanagi: What is it?] 

[Maehara: I can’t go back home together today. | 

[Maehara: Got some business to take care of.] 

[Asanagi: Hmm...] 

[Asanagi: Are you meeting up with someone? | 

[Maehara: Well, yeah...] 

[Maehara: I can’t tell you about it though. | 

[Maehara: They told me to keep quiet. | 

[Asanagi: Got it.] 

[Asanagi: It’s Seki, isn’t it?] 

She knew. 

She probably saw Seki-kun talking to me... I felt a shiver run down my spine. 


[Maehara: I don’t think anything weird will happen, don’t worry. | 


[Asanagi: I know, but still...| 


traitorAIZEN 26 | 243 


[Asanagi: Fine, I won't do anything, but please take care of yourself, okay? | 
[Maehara: Don’t worry, if anything happens, I'll let you know.] 
[Asanagi: Okay. | 


Umi was being overprotective. It was proof that her past still tied her down 
somehow. 


It wasn't like she doesn’t trust me or anything, she’s probably feeling uneasy about 
this somewhere in her heart. 


Well, there wasn’t a lot I could do about it but to help her get over her past little by 
little. 


Anyway, I went to the promised place. Seki-kun was ahead of me since he left as soon 
as the class ended for his club activities. 


I’ve never gone to the club building since it was always crowded, and it was also on 
the opposite side of my favorite spots at school. 


There were two buildings there, one for keeping the sport’s equipment and one was 
the actual club building. I went to the former building and saw that Seki-kun was 


already waiting for me there when | arrived. 


“Yo, Maehara. Sorry to call you out to a place like this, but I had to take care of the 
equipment or else the coach and the upperclassmen would scold me.” 


I guess they assigned chores like this to the freshmen. He was polishing the dusty 
pitching machine and some balls. It seemed like he didn’t cut any corners since 
everything that he cleaned looked as good as new. 

In class, he looked really lazy, but he seemed to take his club activities very seriously. 
“So, what’s up?” 


“Right. I still have more work to do, so I'll just get straight to the point.” 


He bowed to me. 
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“Maehara, please. I need your help so I can get closer to Amami-san before the 
Christmas party begins!” 


“aI Knew it...’ 
I knew that he liked Amami-san, so I kind of expected this. 


Well... Let’s hear him out at least. 
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CHAPTER 69 
REFUSAL 


People usually fell for Amami-san for the same reason, and Seki-kun was no 
exception to that. It was love at first sight. 


Even Umi fell in love with her at the first sight, kind of. 

Anyway, Amami-san was simply that charming. 

“Back in middle school, since I was more athletic and taller than the others, I was 
quite popular. But at that time, I was so focused on club activities that I didn’t bother 
to pay attention to something like this. I thought my life in high school would be the 
same, but then I met her... What can I say?... The first time I saw her, I felt a tingle in 
my chest...” 

“So, Amami-san is your first love?” 

“Please don’t tell anyone in class about this...” 

“Sure.” 

Seki-kun nodded shyly. His face was red from embarrassment. 

Meeting his first love in high school, huh?... We were similar in that regard then. 
“Tve been acting tough, but the mere presence of her is enough to make me 
nervous... Her smile... Her smell... Everything about her made me nervous... Angels 
do exist in this world, huh?... You know, when there are people around, I could 
manage to keep my composure, but if I were to be alone with her... No, I can't... Just 
thinking about it is making me anxious...” 

From the look of it, he was serious about Amami-san. There was a possibility that 


this was all an act and he was only trying to make me sympathize and cooperate with 
him, but if that was his goal, he would have approached me a long time ago. 
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Also, the fact that he was gunning for Amami-san was well-known already. One of the 
sharper guys among his friends probably intentionally spread it out. 


“SO, anyway, the Christmas party. Most of the guys I hang out with have girlfriends 
and they are bringing them as their plus-one. I’m the only one who doesn't have a 
girlfriend and of course they teased me about it. Normally, I would just brush it off, 
but I haven’t been doing well in my club and everything frustrated me, even their 
dumb comments, so...” 

“Ah, I see, I understand.” 


I knew where this was going. 


In the heat of the moment, he probably said something like ‘I'll bring Amami-san 
with mel’ 


And now he couldn't back down anymore. 
He wasn't even that close to her. Hell, he didn’t even have her phone number yet. 


.. Seriously, Nitta-san, Seki-kun... Why are my classmates so troublesome to deal 
with? 


Is it necessary to do things like this? Doing nonsensical things for the sake of your 
pride? 


“Alright, so because of all that, you decided to consult with me, who’s close with 
Asanagi to help you out, correct?” 


“Yeah... By the way, back when I heard you were friends with Amami-san, I 
immediately marked you as my ‘enemy’, that’s why I called you out back then... Sorry 
about that...” 


Contrary to his expectation, the girl I was trying to get was Umi. Since that was the 
case, I was no longer his ‘enemy’ and instead I became the perfect person for him to 


ask for love advice. 


“Right, I’ve been wondering about this, but... Maehara, how the hell did you get close 
to Asanagi? She’s even harder to get than Amami-san, you know?” 
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“Eh, things happened and it turned out that way, I guess?” 

I knew I was being vague, but that was the truth. 

When I first met her, I thought that she was only a girl that shared the same hobbies 
as me. Since she was my first friend, I tried to cherish her as a friend. But as time 
passed, our relationship and my feelings developed into something else entirely and 


before I knew it, we ended up in our current situation. 


I’m sure that no other girl in this world would be willing to be around me other than 
her. 


I’m lucky to have met her by chance like that. 

“I know it’s too much to ask... We’ve never really talked to each other after all... But 
this is a perfect chance for me. I mean, there’s no guarantee that Amami-san and I 
will be in the same class again next year... This could be my only chance...’ 
“Right...” 

Amami-san knew a lot of people from other classes, but she hung out with her 
classmates more. So, if they got assigned to different classes next year, chances were 


they wouldn't be able to hang out often. 


I knew that his love for Amami-san was genuine and I could relate to him since I felt 
the same way about Umi. 


“That's why, Maehara, please! You're my only hope!” 
“Hey, pipe down, someone might hear you!” 


We were alone in a secluded place like this, someone might get the wrong idea if 
they were to find us. 


Who knows maybe they would think that Seki-kun was confessing his feelings to me. 


There’s no one nearby so we were all good, but if someone like Nitta-san were to 
overhear us, it would complicate things. 


“S-Sorry... So, your answer?” 
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“Uhse 

He lowered his head. I quickly gave him my reply. 

“Sorry... As expected, I can’t help you...” 

“Is that so?” 

“Yeah... Sorry...” 

Just like him, I too, lowered my head. 

Actually, from the moment he called me out, I already decided to refuse his request. 


“aI see... I guess I got ahead of myself huh? I mean, asking something like this to a 
mere classmate... We aren't even friends...” 


“Well, you can put it that way.” 


I gave him an affirmation, but there was actually another reason why I turned him 
down. 


Of course the reason was related to the girl that I loved. 
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CHAPTER 70 
RETURNING TOGETHER 


The reason why I rejected Seki-kun’s request was simple. It was because of the 
current state of Umi and Amami-san’s relationship. 


Those two girls might act chummy in class, but I knew there was a subtle crack in 
their relationship. 


The proof of my claim was their excessive skinship. It was obvious to me that they 
were trying really hard to fix their relationship by doing that. 


Amami-san’s hands were full just trying to repair her friendship. Things might get 
messy if Seki-kun was added to the picture. 


If he asked me for something less obvious, like asking for a study session together to 
prepare for the upcoming exam, I might be able to help him. Knowing Amami-san, 
she would happily do the things that I requested as long as it wasn’t too burdensome 
for her. 


If he asked me to create an opportunity for him, I would gladly help him. 


Sadly, his request was too excessive for me to do and besides, Amami-san didn’t even 
see him that way. It wasn’t because he doesn't look attractive enough or anything, 
that girl is just too preoccupied with other things to care right now. 


I don’t care if he got heartbroken because of this. After all, fixing Umi and Amami- 
san’s relationship was my priority. 


And most importantly, I don’t want to cause any trouble for Umi. 


In the off chance that things went well between Seki-kun and Amami-san, he would 
definitely be involved with Umi in some way or another. After all, Amami-san had 
absolute trust in Umi. If something were to happen, the person she would consult 
would be Umi. And knowing Umi, she would do her best to help her best friend, 
that’s just the way she is. 
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I knew, because she treated me the same way. 

She paid close attention to me. I mean, she even found out about this meeting before 
I could tell her about it. Whenever she saw me alone in class, she would text me to 
keep me company and whenever I got into some kind of trouble, she would lend a 
helping hand. That girl, for better or worse, got a strong sense of responsibility. 


Also, she was rather possessive and got jealous easily. 


If I were to agree to help him, she would definitely try to find out about it and if I 
were adamant on keeping this a secret from her, it might affect her mental state. 


This was also an important period for both of us, I don't feel like taking any 
unnecessary risks. 


“Is that all? Is there anything else you want to talk about?” 
“No... There isn't... I see, it’s impossible to get your help after all, huh?” 
“Yeah... Sorry.’ 


“No, it’s fine. I already knew there was a high chance that you'll refuse, don’t worry 
about it...” 


Huh, I thought that he would be more forceful to get my help, but he gave up quite 
easily. 


My heart was pounding really hard, I felt so nervous about rejecting him. Thankfully 
my voice wasn't shaky. 


“Maehara... You look like a pushover, but you’re surprisingly stubborn huh? I see you 
in a different light now...” 


“Is that so?... Well, that might be the influence of a certain someone...” 
I wasn't as courageous as Umi, but I hope I can be like her some day. 
In a way, she was my goal. 


“It seems like the upperclassmen are about to arrive... I guess we're done here...” 
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“Mm... I can’t help you directly, but I can act as moral support.” 

“Thank you, but what I need now is direct help from you.” 

“Hahaha.” 

Even if I agreed to help, I doubt that things would go well for him. 

I gave him a light pat on his back as he turned around and ran to the practice ground. 
Honestly, as long as he did his best in his club, there would surely be a few girls that 
would like him, and chances were, one of them would be a better fit for him than 
Amami-san. 

I gave him my prayers and ran to the school gate. 

While we were talking, everyone seemed to have gone home already. The school was 
pretty much deserted and all I could see were dried leaves being blown away by the 


cold winter wind. 


“Brr... It’s cold! I should bring that thing out from the closet when I get back home... 
Huh?” 


I was muttering to myself like usual and was about to run past the school gate when I 
spotted a familiar figure leaning against it. 


“Umi?” 

It was Umi. 

“Yo.” 

“Yo... So, you’ve been waiting for me?” 

“Couldn't you tell?” 

She was still wearing her uniform with her favorite checkered scarf wrapped around 


her neck. She also had her school bag slumped on her back. She puffed her cheeks as 
she waited for my response. 
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Yeah, I guess this idiot waited for me. Under this cold weather too, jeez. 
“Weren't you supposed to go back with Amami-san? What did you say to her?” 


“I just told her that I forgot something and she should go ahead. For some reason she 
wished me good luck when I said that though, I wonder what that was about?” 


“Gee, I wonder...” 
Well, we might as well go together. 


“Sorry, Maki. I was actually going to go home as soon as possible, but... I got worried 
about you...” 


“Huh, I’m surprised you didn’t hide nearby while peeping on me.” 

“Muu... If I do that then I'll be breaking my promise with you to not do anything, no?” 
She pouted her lips as she looked away from me. 

I saw her cheeks flushed a little. 


“Honestly, I really want to know what you and Seki-kun were talking about... But, I 
know that isn’t the right thing to do... So I decided to wait for you instead...” 


It seemed like she hesitated on whether to go home quickly or wait for me because 
she was worried. 


In the end, she decided to wait, that was why she stood on by the school gate like 
this. 


Why was she like this? 
Well, this part of her is cute too. 


“T see.” 


“Well, it’s cold, so let’s go home.” 
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“Mm... Ah, Maki...” 

“What is it?” 

“It’s really cold, you know? So... Can I... Warm myself up at your place?” 
“Yeah, sure...” 

Today wasn't Friday, but who cares. 


Umi was my friend after all. It was normal for friends to hang out on weekdays too, 
right? Also, this shouldn’t be something that I needed to report to my mom. 
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CHAPTER 71 
OLD PHOTOS 


The next day. 
I decided to tell mom about everything. 
Not about Umi visiting the house yesterday, but about Christmas. 


After slipping out of my bed, I went to the living room where my mom was sipping 
her coffee with a cigarette in hand. 


“That’s rare, mom.” 
“Good morning, Maki... Ah, right... Sorry about this.” 
“It’s okay, mom, just smoke if you want to. Are you busy at work?” 


She didn’t smoke at home out of consideration for me, but I knew that she was a 
smoker. 


Actually, I saw her smoking last year too. 

“Yeah, well... This year is especially busy... Not as bad as last year though...” 
She said as she extinguished her cigarette in the ashtray she kept by her side. 
Last year, huh? I guess she still couldn't get over it. 

Anyway, forget about that... 

I don’t want to talk about something so heavy this early in the morning. 
“Right, mom... About Christmas...” 

“Ah, did Umi-chan give you the ok?” 
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“Well, how should I say this?” 
I explained my plans for Christmas to her. 


About the party and stuff, how we would only be able to hang out after the party, 
which meant it would be quite late at night. Also about how we decided to invite 
Amami-san too. 


And since we would only be able to start late at night, that meant they were going to 
get back home late as well. 


..Also, about the sleepover with Umi... After we discussed it, we decided not to do it. 
We invited Amami-san along too, so that meant if Umi were to stay over, Amami-san 
would have to walk home by herself. 


There was no way that we would let it happen, so we decided to call it off and we’ll 
be the ones to escort her back home. 


As a consequence, our time together would be cut short, but we didn’t mind it. 
“Not only Umi-chan, but that super ultra cute blonde girl too? Maki, you're on a roll!” 


“Stop that...” 


My life isn’t some kind of harem manga, the development she was expecting wouldn't 
come. 


And I only had Umi in my eyes... No one else really mattered. 


“Alright, l'll talk to Asanagi-san about this, okay? Just prepare your pinky if you mess 
up.” (T/N: You know, yakuza style) 


“I won't mess up that badly. Besides, why would I need to do that?” 


At that moment, something came to my mind. I imagined the possibility of me 
messing up again; Umi staying over and getting back home in the morning. Since her 
dad, Daichi-san was home for his end of the year vacation, I wondered what would 
happen to me? 


Suddenly, I felt a shiver run down my spine. 
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„That said, I didn’t know what Daichi-san and Riku-san looked like... 

ok 
[Asanagi: Huh, you want to know what my dad and brother look like?] 
[Maehara: Just in case we bump into each other somewhere, you know? | 
[Asanagi: How would that even be possible? You never leave the house...| 
[Asanagi: Well, whatever...| 
[Asanagi: Ah, by the way, everyone in my family knows your face. | 
[Maehara: How the hell? | 
She showed me a family photo from a trip they took two years ago. 


[Asanagi: The big man in the middle is my dad and the man in the corner is my 
brother. 


Daichi-san looked exactly as I had imagined. He was standing next to Sora-san, who 
was smiling while making a peace sign. He had a serious look on his face. 


He seemed like a nice person, but at the same time he seemed strict. 
As for Riku-san... I wasn’t sure whether he was looking at the camera or not. His long 
hair hid one of his eyes. He wasn’t as tall as Daichi-san, but he was still quite tall, 


probably around Seki-kun’s height. He looked really thin though. 


The photo was from two years ago but both Umi and Sora-san didn’t seem to change 
that much, appearance wise. 


[Amami: What are you guys up to? Woah, a beach house, that’s so nostalgic! ] 


[Asanagi: Maki asked me to show him my dad’s and brother’s faces so he could run 
away if he were to bump into them. | 


[Maehara: Screw you, I never said that.| 
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[Amami: Ah, is that so? Should I show mine too? | 

[Amami: I took some photos back in middle school! | 

Amami-san showed us her family photo. Apparently she took it back when she was 
still a freshman in middle school. She looked even more angelic than she was right 


now, wow. 


[Amami: Ah, those people surrounding us are my grandparents, they live abroad. 
Also, those children are my relatives’...| 


There were so few Japanese in the photo. Only her grandmother and father looked 
Japanese. The rest of her family had either blonde hair or silver hair. 


[Amami: What about you, Maki-kun? Do you have old photos too? I want to see you 
as a kid! You too, right, Umi?] 


[Asanagi: Of course. | 

[Asanagi: Come on, Maki, bring them all out.] 

[Maehara: Well, I mean...| 

[Maehara: I’m not photogenic, so I barely took any pictures...| 

[Maehara: The only photos of me that I have are the ones from the school festival. ] 
[Asanagi: Aw... Too bad...] 

[Amami: What about graduation photos? Don’t you still have them?] 


[Maehara: I don’t know... I don’t remember seeing it anywhere in this house... I 
probably left it in my old house. ] 


I sent that message without thinking, then I realized I shouldn't have done that. 


My old house. The house I lived in before I came here with my mom. Currently, dad 
should be living alone in that house. 


[Maehara: Whoops, sorry about that...| 
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[Amami: No, don't be! I asked strange things, I’m the one who should be sorrv...| 
[Amami: C’mon, Umi, apologize to Maki! | 

[Asanagi: Why are you bossing me around? | 

[Asanagi: Sorry, Maki.| 

[Maehara: No, no, it’s fine. I was the one who started all this anyway. ] 


[Maehara: Well, l'Il look for some of my old photos later. Maybe mom kept some of 
them somewhere in the house. ] 


[Maehara: If I find them, l'Il show them to you both. | 
[Amami: Really? That’s great! Are you happy now, Umi?] 
[Asanagi: What are you on about?| 

[Amami: Tsundere ~] 

[Asanagi: Sorry, I have something to do.| 


At that moment, the bell rang for lunchtime. After that, I heard a ruckus in the 
direction of Umi and Amami-san’s seats. 


Because of me, the conversation became delicate for a moment there, but nothing 
problematic happened, thankfully. 


But, old photos, huh? Because of the timing of my graduation and moving, I was all 
alone in my middle school graduation photo. And my grade school graduation photo 
was left on my old house. 

What kind of photo should I show them? 

As I pondered about this, I tried to leave the classroom by myself... 

“A-Amamil” 

A certain boy’s voice stole the attention of the people inside the classroom. 
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“Do you have a moment? I have something to talk about...” 
“Eh? Sure... What’s up?” 


Amami-san stared at the person in front of her, Seki-kun. He looked incredibly 
nervous. 


I knew that this would happen sooner or later, but, isn’t this too soon, Seki-kun? 
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CHAPTER 72 
PUSHING FORWARD 


Seki-kun and Amami-san left the classroom while being watched by the rest of the 
class. 


After they left, a lot of people started following them while talking among 
themselves. 


Only half of the class stayed behind. 

Umi, I and surprisingly, Nitta-san were among the people who stayed behind. 
Normally, Nitta-san would be the first person to jump on something like this. 
“Huh? Nina, you aren't going?” 

“Mm~ I would if the person involved is someone from another class or an 
upperclassman, but it’s Seki, so I don’t care much. Yuuchin’s reaction to him will be 
predictable so it won't be interesting to see something like that. If Boyfriend-san 
over here was the one who did it, however, things will be more— No, I’m just 


kidding, please have mercy...’ 


I guess even someone like her has standards on what kind of people she would peep 
on. 


Well, she mentioned me, but in my case, the possibility of me being alone with 
Amami-san would be zero since Umi would always be there with me. 


“Seriously... A-Also, Maehara, come here...” 
“Ah, got it.” 
She told me to sit next to her so I did. 


It was the first time I’ve shared a lunch together with Umi openly like this, but since 
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the classroom was currently sparsely populated, I didn’t feel too nervous about it. 
“Was this what you were talking about with Seki yesterday?” 

“Ah...” 

“Oh, don’t worry, Rep, I know about this matter too.” 

“You know about it, Nitta-san?” 


“Actually, I was the one who saw Seki approaching you yesterday and then stuff 
happened, right, Girlfriend-san?” 


“Stop making fun of me!” 

“Not a chance~ This is the information fee~” 

I see. So it was Nitta-san who told Umi about me and Seki-kun. Now that I think 
about it, I didn’t see Nitta-san anywhere at that time. She must have been hiding in 


our blindspot. 


And my guess was correct. She showed me a picture of Seki-kun with his arm over 
my shoulder while whispering something to me. 


As expected ofa stalker. 
“Sorry about her, Maehara...” 


“It’s fine. Well since she knows about the matter, I guess I can tell you both 
everything.” 


After telling them to not spread this around, I briefly told them about our 
conversation yesterday. 


Halfway through my explanation, Nitta-san asked, ‘That’s all?’ while looking 
disappointed. 


“It’s natural for you to refuse that kind of request... Rather, it would be crazy if you 
were to accept it.” 
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“Right? Anyway, I see you in a different light now, Rep, you handled that situation like 
a champ!” 


Since Seki-kun insisted on hiding his feelings, I didn’t tell them in detail about it out 
of respect for him, but that made these two evaluate him rather harshly. 


Their impression might change if I were to elaborate more, but I wanted to at least 
keep the matter of his feelings a secret. 


Anyway, it had been a while since Amami-san and Seki-kun left the classroom. I 
wonder how things are going with both of them? 


“Ah, Yuu is calling me.” 

I guess everything was already resolved as Amami-san called Umi over the phone. 
“Yuu?... Mm, got it, I'll come over. Ah, where are you right now?... Okay.’ 

After a brief exchange, Umi picked up Amami-san’s lunchbox from her desk. 
“Sorry, Maehara, I got to go. Please keep an eye on Nina for me.” 

“Take care... Well, the Princess has spoken, Nitta-san, gotta obey her, sorry.’ 

“Jeez, I’m not a child... I can read the mood, you know?” 


The fact that Umi left her behind with me meant that she wanted to speak with 
Amami-san alone. 


Amami-san most likely had rejected Seki-kun. 
The nosy classmates should be coming back soon to convey the news. 


Rather, that'll be the only thing they’ll talk about if they come back. We’ll know about 
it even if we didn’t want to. 


‘That was funny~’ 


Sure enough, after Umi went on her way to meet up with Amami-san, the onlookers 
came back to the class. 
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The group consisted of the people that Seki-kun usually hung out with. 


‘I was surprised when he suddenly called out to Amami-san like that. I wondered what’s 
up, but he actually confessed to her, seriously, Nozomu, what’s up with that?’ 


‘He said he had a lot of female friends back in middle school, did he lie to us?’ 


‘Obviously. If he is used to being around girls, he wouldn't do a virgin-like confession 
like that.’ 


‘Well, whatever. On Christmas we can comfort him, so he won't feel as bad.’ 
‘While bringing our girlfriends?’ 

Pfft...” 

As they started to laugh at him, I immediately stood up from my seat. 


Sure, this was all on him. They laughed at him because of his rash actions and 
logically speaking, he deserved this... But that doesn’t mean I enjoy listening to those 
people laughing at him. 


“Wait, Rep, where’re you going?” 
“I wanna get some fresh air” 


“Ah, I see. Well, I enjoy inhaling this kind of rotten air, so I’ll be here. Don’t worry 
about me, Rep, just have fun~” 


“Thank you.” 
(Ci Bye aon 


I gave Nitta-san a light bow as she sent me a light wave. Then I turned around and 
went through the sea of people to a certain place that came to my mind. 


Seki-kun wasn'ta loner, so he wouldn't know a good spot to be alone, that meant he 
would be in a secluded place that was familiar to him, behind the club building. 


“You're right, Umi... I’m an idiot...” 
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[Asanagi: Idiot. ] 
[Asanagi: Take care. | 
I sent her a text on what I was going to do and she immediately replied. 


I didn’t reply back to her. She’s right though, I am an idiot. Well, I don’t mind being an 
idiot, it’s still way better than being associated with people who would laugh at other 
people’s feelings like those clowns back in class. 


Seeing those *sshats, I’m thankful that I’m blessed with great friends. 
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CHAPTER 73 
A NEW CONNECTION 


I didn’t expect to come back here so soon. 
“Maehara!” 


I guessed correctly. Seki-kun was sitting alone on a bench behind the club building 
while drinking some milk. 


He was supposed to be one of the centers of the class, but the way he slumped over 
the bench made him look quite pathetic. 


I felt pity for him. 

“Mind if I take a seat, Seki-kun?” 

“S-sure... 

He wiped his tears with his sleeve as he noticed me coming closer. 
As expected, he got rejected. 


I didn’t come here to make fun of him, so I just sat beside him without saying 
anything. 


“I didn’t expect you to come here, Maehara...” 

“Considering what happened yesterday, of course I'll come to check on you.” 

“So, what did the others say? I know they were watching me...’ 

“Who knows? I don’t speak monkey, I don’t know what they were talking about.” 


“Woah, Maehara, chill... That’s actually kinda f**ked, you know?” 
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“Hey, it’s a perfect chance to say that line. Besides, doesn’t it sound cool?” 
“True, hahaha.” 
He was surprised, but I could see his smile beneath that expression. 


I always tried to avoid him because he looked so intimidating to me. Now I kind of 
regretted it, he was so easy to talk to. 


“So, what are you doing here? You want to comfort me?” 
“If that’s what you want, sure. I have a few cheesy lines in my arsenal.” 


“No thanks, I don’t need that. Buy me some lunch instead. The cafeteria lunch set A, 
it’s only five hundred yen.” 


“How about some udon instead? It’s a hundred and ninety yen each.” 
“You're so stingy.’ 


I got and spent most of my allowances on Fridays lately, because of that I was 
scraping for money for the rest of the week. 


However, I’ve been making my own lunch, so it hasn’t become an issue. 


And I wasn’t planning to buy anything in particular, so I didn’t really need to keep too 
much money around. 


“Seki-kun, you got too impatient. The timing was off, man.” 

“Yeah, well... I originally only planned to ask her out to go with me to the Christmas 
party, but I got so nervous and that happened... The worst thing is that I blanked out 
and can’t even remember what I said to her...” 


Tm sorry.’ 


According to him, it seemed like Amami-san gave him a polite bow as she rejected 
his confession. They talked for a while, but because of his nervousness, he couldn't 
even remember the conversation. 
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Well, that should be proof that his feelings were genuine, so I shouldn’t blame him 
for his mess up. I’m curious about Amami-san though. 


After she rejected his confession, she didn’t immediately go back to the classroom, 
instead she called Umi over. 


Her behavior was different than usual. Did something happen to her? 


“Seki-kun, I’m asking out of curiosity, but... You didn’t do anything weird to Amami- 
san, did you?” 


“Of course not, just look at me, how could I even manage to do that?” 
“Right...” 


I’m a little curious about what they were talking about, but I’m not curious enough to 
pry deeply about it. Umi probably won't tell me even if I asked her later. 


There’s nothing I can do to help Seki-kun right now, sadly. 
“Seki-kun...” 

“Hm?” 

“I know you just got rejected but... Do you still love Amami-san?” 


“Hold back a little, will you?... Well, it’s okay, what’s the point of fussing over it... PI 
tell you everything...” 


He looked embarrassed as he forced the words out of his mouth. 


‘Tm not that strong... Getting rejected and immediately getting over my feelings... I 
can't do that... So, yeah, I still love her... A lot...” 


“Hmm... Then, if I tell you that I'll help you get closer to her, what will you do?” 
“Maehara, you?” 


Seki-kun at me, surprised. 
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“Im actually kinda pissed... You were just being honest with yourself, yet everyone 
laughed at you...” 


His friends would most likely try to comfort him. Saying something like ‘Don’t worry 
about it’, or ‘We can introduce you to another girl’, but at the same time, they’ll still 
make fun of him behind his back. 


This happened all the time. I’ve seen it happen many times back when I was in grade 
school and middle school, and the same thing is happening right now. 


Honestly, this kind of thing disgusts me. 


“Look, you got rejected once, but that doesn’t mean you should immediately give up, 
no? Amami-san might seem friendly, but she is quite rational in deciding her 
relationships. The fact that she didn’t mind hanging out with you means she sees you 
in a positive light, you still have hope, Seki-kun.” 


Besides, the reason why she rejected him without giving more thought about it was 
because she simply had no lenience to care about anything else. She was still 
focusing on fixing her relationship with Umi after all. But if their relationship was 
fixed, there was a chance that her feelings might change. 


Yeah, she rejected him now, but who knows what will happen in the future. 


“Since I’m doing this on my own, I can’t promise Umi’s cooperation, but I can help 
you out even without her.” 


“Umi?... Ah, Asanagi...” 
“Ah... Whoops, sorry about that?” 


“Don't worry, you guys are dating, it should be normal to refer to each other by your 
first names, right?... I just can’t believe that you out of all people beat me to it... Also, 
Asanagi has been getting more popular lately, huh?” 


“Huh? She has?” 


Well, I noticed that her expression had been getting softer compared to back when 
we first became friends. Guess other people started to notice that too and now got 
attracted to her. 
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“Ah, also, it has been quiet when everyone found out that you guys were dating, but 
that’s only on the surface... In my group alone, there were some guys who went 
ballistic when they found out.’ 

Ah I see. Well, sucks to be them. To be fair, even if I didn’t get close to her, she would 
definitely reject all of them. They should be thankful to me that they didn’t need to 


hear her rejection coming out directly from her mouth. 


“Anyway, let’s stop talking about Umi. So, what will you do? I can help you out, 
though not by much, but it should be better than you doing everything alone, right?” 


“..There’s always more chances in the future, huh?” 


Right. We were freshmen, there were two full years for both of them to develop their 
relationship. 


Knowing Amami-san, he'll need to go all out to win her over. If a rejection or two 
stopped him dead in his tracks, then he simply didn’t have what it took to be with 
her. 

“Well, originally, I asked you to help me, right?” 

“Then...” 

As we were about to shake hands, 

“Sorry... I’m going to do this on my own after all...” 

“Huh?” 

Seki-kun crumpled his hand into a fist and stopped it in midair. 

“Rather than having you help me out, I should just hang out with you. If I stick with 
you, lIl naturally get closer to Asanagi and then Amami-san should be next. There’s 
no guarantee that this will go as I expected, but at least my time together with her 


will increase.” 


He was trying to make me and Umi to be the middlemen between him and Amami- 
san. 


traitorAIZEN 53 | 243 


“Well, that could work. But why though?” 

“Um... Saying it right now is kinda late, but...” 

He scratched his head with his other hand. 

“I want to get along with you...” 

I didn’t expect that answer. I stared at him in surprise. 

“Oi, don't go all silent on me! Saying it out loud is embarrassing, you know?” 

“A-Ah... S-Sorry... You caught me off guard...” 

Part of the reason why I decided to help him was out of spite for the rest of the class. 
Of course, the main reason was because I sympathized with his feelings. 


“To tell you the truth, I always looked down on you. After all, you never talked to 
anyone and you always looked so gloomy. Sometimes, we would make up some 
nonsense about you.” 


“Okay...” 


“But you are actually more amazing than I gave you credit for. The cultural festival, 
the thing with Asanagi, and now this. I was sure that everyone would be laughing at 
me, but you came to comfort me. Even though we barely talked and I was the same 
person who tried to make an unreasonable request for you yesterday. Yet, you still 
came here for me... Your method of helping might be clumsy, but I could feel your 
passion and goodwill... You’re a good person, Maehara, I want to be friends with 


» 


you... 
“Seki-kun...” 


“You can forget about the matter with Amami-san, Maehara... I don’t need anything 
like that right now... I just want to be friends with you...” 


I tried to get out of my comfort zone for once and I’m thankful that I decided to do it. 
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A new friend that wasn’t Umi or Amami-san... I’ve come a long way... 
“Got it. Then, lII be in your care from now on...” 

“Likewise, let’s get along well, Maehara... No, Maki.” 

“Sure... Nozomu... Can I call you that?” 

“Yeah, go ahead.” 


Seki-kun, no, Nozomu then grabbed my hand and shook it. It was a sign that we'll be 
friends from now on. 


And this matter was finally settled. I wanted to tell Umi about everything, I’m kind of 
curious what she would say. 
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CHAPTER 74 
FOR OUR FIRST DATE 


The next morning Umi came to pick me up again. Since she was there, I decided to 
ask her about what happened to Amami-san yesterday. 


“Mm? We didn’t talk about anything serious. We were just complaining about some 
stuff...” 


She said as she sipped her coffee. 


“Complaining, huh?... I won't pry too much. Anyway, how is it going with you and 
Amami-san?” 


“Mm... Well, I had a hard time dealing with her for a while, I guess...” 
“I see. Then what about now?” 

Was 

I noticed her body tensed up at that question. 


I asked that question without much thought behind it, but her reaction made me feel 
suspicious. 


I kept my mouth shut and waited for her answer. 

“N-now, huh?” 

“Mhm.” 

“Um... You see, Yuu really loves cheesy love stories and the like, so... Uh...” 


a ow 
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“S-Since she kept pestering me about it, I may have accidentally spilled some things 
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about our relationship to her... D-don’t blame me, okay?! I-I tried my best to keep my 
mouth shut...” 


“So, what did you tell her?” 
“Everything up to the moment I kissed you in front of the lift...” 
“Wow...” 


I think I should bribe Amami-san with a lot of sweets later so she wouldn't 
accidentally spill some things. 


And regarding Nozomu’s confession; according to Umi, Amami-san calling Umi over 
was her trying to be as considerate as possible to him since he wasn't exactly a 
stranger to her. And that was the right call on her part. After all, if Amami-san and 
Umi came back to the classroom, ate their lunch and pretended that nothing 
happened, those clowns in the classroom would look down on Nozomu even more 
than they already did. 


However, that also wasn’t a good sign for Nozomu either. The fact that she was able 
to think rationally during that time meant she didn’t think much of his confession. 


“But still... I never expected that Maki and Seki would become friends... You both live 
in different worlds, it’s really surprising...’ 


“I mean, you became my friend somehow, it shouldn't be that surprising after what 
we went through.” 


“True, true. Anyway, I hope that I can maintain the friends I have right now even 
after we graduate. After all, genuine friends like that are hard to come by. I have to 
cherish every one of them.” 


“Mhm. I agree with you.” 


Mom, Umi, Amami-san and lastly, Nozomu. The latter was a new addition to my 
contact list. 


Nozomu was the first male friend I’ve ever made in my life. I’m glad that I became 
friends with him. 
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Obviously, I’m also glad that the first friend I’ve ever made was Umi and our 
relationship advanced to something that is more than friends. On top of that, we love 
each other so much... 


“By the way, are you sure you don’t need my help? If Seki is serious about Yuu, I’d be 
happy to help him out.” 


“I appreciate the sentiment, but we decided to do things on our own for now. 
Besides, even if you're trying to help us, there’s barely anything we could do. That 
guy is busy with his club and the final exam is coming up... We decided to hold a 


study session together to prepare for that and our hands are full because of it.” 


Nozomu got good grades back in middle school, but because he was busy with his 
club, his grades had slipped into the red. 


He got a warning that if he scored in the red again, he’ll need to take make-up tests 
on Christmas, so we decided to hold a study session to prevent that. 


“Ah, looks like we’re in the same boat. I have to watch over a certain young lady’s 
studying because she keeps getting red marks if I don’t.” 


“Is it Amami-san?” 
Amami-san was a genius in anything that she was interested in, especially regarding 
sports and arts, but for some reason, she was really bad at studying. I heard that 


whenever she studied for exams, she would fall asleep if Umi wasn’t around. 


That was why Umi got caught off guard when she found out that Amami-san passed 
our school’s entrance exam. 


Honestly, I think she would be fine if she were to show a little bit of interest in her 
studies. 


“Hmm... Since the exam starts next Friday, why don't we hold a study session before 
that?” 


“We? The four of us?” 


“Yeah. Me, Nozomu, you and Amami-san.” 
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Umi and I excelled at different subjects, so if the two of us were to work together to 
teach them, we should be able to cover most of the subjects. 


Though, if both Nozomu and Amami-san were uncomfortable with the arrangement, 
we could always call it off. 


“Got it, l'll contact Yuu later. The place is your house, right?” 

“Yeah. Also, tell her that if she comes, I’ll make some snacks for her.” 
“Mm, that’s good bait, that girl is a glutton.” 

“Says you.” 

“Ehehe~” 


So, my schedule for next week would be studying for the test, and the group study 
sessions we planned. 


...My schedule for this week though... 
This is actually my main concern. 
“U-Uh... Umi?” 

“Mm?” 


I looked at her, who was currently fixing my bed hair. This somehow became our 
morning routine, but I’m not complaining about it. 


She’s so cute. I’m not even talking about her face because that’s an obvious thing, but 
her mannerisms, her personality, everything about her is cute. I’m amazed that even 


though she’s a glutton, she could still maintain a healthy looking body. 


She’s normally serious, but she could become quite mischievous around the people 
she cherishes. 


To be taken care of by this kind of girl, I feel blessed. 


“What is it? Is there something on my face?” 
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“Nah, I just want to say that you are cute... Wait, no, that’s not what I was going to 


» 


say. 

“What is it then, Maki-chya~n~?” 

“Don’t treat me like a kid!” 

“But Maki-chya-n, you look so cute right now~ I want to hug my little baby boy~” 
She teased me with that signature mischievous grin of hers. 

I have a feeling that I’ll be teased by Umi like this for the rest of my life. As a man, I 
should feel shameful for not having a backbone to bite back at her, but at the same 
time, I don’t mind being like this with her. 

“Umi, do you have plans for the weekend?” 

“Weekend? Like Saturday and Sunday?” 

“Yeah... If you're free... Do you wanna go watch a movie with me?” 


“Are you asking me out on a date?” 


“Well, something like that... You asked me about it during the festival, remember? I 
thought that I should be the one who asked this time.” 


At that time, we were interrupted by Amami-san and her friends from middle school 
and because of that I couldn't give her a proper answer. 


“Uh... Since this will be our first date, I really want to say yes to you, but...” 
“You have plans with Amami-san?” 

“Yeah, with Nina too. We are going to buy dresses for the Christmas party...” 
“I see... Too bad then.” 

I shoulda asked her earlier... 


She wasn't like me, she had a social life, of course she couldn't agree to sudden 
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invitations like this. 

“Ah, no biggie... We can do it next month... Huh, Umi?” 

“Sorry, Maki, I need to call someone right now, give me a second.” 
She immediately stormed out the room with her phone in her ear. 
Then around three minutes later. 

She came back with a happy expression on her face. 

“Okay, I freed up my schedule. Now we can go on our date~” 
“Huh? You sure?” 


“Yeah. I told them that you asked me out on a date and she told me to go with you, so 
here we are~” 


Isn’t buying a dress for the party an important matter? This girl... What if you run 
out of time to buy it? 


“Well... Thank you for freeing up your schedule. We'll go on Saturday, okay?” 
“Yeah. Also, free up your schedule on Friday.” 

“It’s always free, but... Why?” 

“We're going to go on a date, so we're going to buy you some clothes.” 
“Huh?” 

“Huh?” 

Umi gave me a look of disbelief. 


Do I really need new clothes for it? We won't go too far, just the nearby cinema. 
Maybe, we would go around the city for a while after that, but that should be it, no? 


“Are you thinking of going on a date with me wearing what you normally wear?” 
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“cant I?” 


“Of course you can’t.” 


“OKAY: 
That decided my plans for Friday. 


I need to tell mom about this so she can give me some money. 


traitorAIZEN 62 | 243 


CHAPTER 75 
HOLDING HANDS AND JEALOUSY 


Friday, after school. Instead of hanging out at my house like usual, I took a train 
towards downtown. 


The last time I came here was back when Umi and I were messing around at the 
arcade, so it was a couple months ago... 


I remember it quite clearly though. I was basically picking a fight with Amami-san, 
Nitta-san and the others... Looking back at it now, my behavior at that time was 
embarrassing, but I became much closer to Umi after that little incident, so it wasn’t 
all that bad. 

That was also the day when Umi first started patting my head. 

Anyway, that place will be our destination today, but unlike last time, we weren't 
alone. And unlike last time, we weren't here to mess around aimlessly, but to buy 
some clothes for me to wear for tomorrow’s date. 


“Sorry, Amami-san. Because of me you have to alter your schedule like this.” 


“Ah, don’t worry about it~ It’s your first date after all~ Now, what kind of clothes 
should I dress you in today?” 


“,.G-Go easy on me, please...’ 


In addition to Umi, Amami-san would also be helping me choose the clothes that I 
would wear for tomorrow. Also, they decided to get their dresses for the party today. 


“We're going to look at the second-hand clothes first, so after we pass through the 
ticket gate, turn right. Don’t get lost, Maki.” 


“Don't worry about me... Is what I’d normally say, but looking at this crowd, yeah, I'll 
keep your words in mind.” 
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Probably because it was the end of the year, the station was busier than usual. At this 
time of the year, the city tends to get really busy since everyone was preparing for 
both Christmas and New Year’s Eve. From what I’ve seen through the train’s 
windows, the whole city was filled with Christmas decorations. 


“Uwah... I’m used to the crowds, but this... W-woah!” 


As we were slowly ascending the stairs to the station’s platform, Amami-san lost her 
balance and was about to fall off. Someone probably bumped into her by accident. 


The platform here was quite wide, but the escalator was only wide enough for one 
person to ride at a time. There were stairs next to it, but they weren't much better. If 
people were to rush through the stairs like this, it was inevitable that it would be 
crammed. 

“Amami-san, give me your hand.” 

“Ah, yes, sorry for troubling you.” 


I quickly held out my hand so that she wouldn't fall off and she quickly grabbed it. 


It was the first time I’ve held Amami-san’s hand. Compared to Umi’s hers was 
smaller. 


“Woah, your hand feels rough, Maki-kun.” 
“Well, I’m the one doing the chores back at home and I play a lot of video games, so 
my hands have some calluses. Compared to the guys who did sports, this is nothing, 


though.” 


Nozomu came to mind. He had big hands to begin with due to his size and the 
calluses he had from his club activities made his hand feel as rough as stone. 


I pulled her hand so that she wouldn't be left behind and quickly caught up with Umi 
who was ahead of us. 


“Look around when you walk, seriously...” 


“Ehehe~ Sorry, Umi~” 
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“Well, at least you didn’t get hurt... By the way, Yuu, since you’re okay now, don’t you 
think it’s time to let go?” 


“Eh?” 
“Your hand...” 
“Hand? Ah~” 


I didn’t realize it since I had been focusing on moving through the crowd, but 
Amami-san was still gripping my hand tightly. 


Umi gave me a look because of it. 
She mouthed the word ‘idiot’ at me. 
“Sorry, Maki-kun, I didn’t mean to.” 
“No, I’m also at fault...” 


Umi saw that I did it because Amami-san almost fell off, but even if she understood 
the reason, she probably still felt jealous because I held another girl’s hand. 


I could apologize to Umi right away, but that would make Amami-san feel awkward 
and I don’t want to spend the day reeling in this feeling of awkwardness between the 
three of us. 

What should I do? 

Well, it’s not like I could do much, but... 


a ow 
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The three of us exited the ticket gate and walked toward the first store we planned to 
enter. 


I moved to stand next to Umi and touched her fingers. 


“What is it?” 
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“I don’t want to be separated from you, so...’ 

“Fine.” 

“Thank you, Umi... Also, I was inconsiderate, sorry.” 
“Idiot.” 

Then Umi grabbed my hand and embraced my arm tightly. 
“Uhh... Umi-san?” 

“S-Shut it.” 


I don’t mind this situation, but... A lot of people were actually staring at us anda 
certain blonde was grinning behind us, so I was feeling quite uncomfortable. 


Well, I made her feel jealous, so I should just man up and accept my fate. Also, might 
as well show it off while I am at it. 


“Huh? I think I’m lost! A certain couple in front of me is so dazzling, I can’t look 
ahead because of them!” 


“Come here, I'll slump you over my shoulder so you won't get lost and while I’m at it, 
I should throw you somewhere nearby.’ 


“Umi, you're a meanie! I know you're jealous, but you need to treat your friend 
better!” 


“Shut it and keep walking! At this rate the shop will close before we can even enter 
it!” 


She let my arm go after saying that, but she didn’t let go of my hand until we entered 
the store. 
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CHAPTER 76 
WHATEVER HAPPENS, HAPPENS 


Hand in hand with Umi, we entered a thrift store. 

The store was located on the first floor of a small building, sandwiched between two 
larger buildings. As soon as I opened the door, the smell of wood permeated my 
nose. The smell reminded me of an old closet. 

“Let’s look for some shirts... Oh, how much money did you bring, Maki?” 

“Mom gave me twenty thousand yen for this...” 

It was a lot of money for a high school student to bring, but when I told my mom 
about the date and this shopping trip, she immediately gave me two ten thousand 


yen bills. She gave me my allowance like usual too. 


Because of that, I probably had enough money to buy a whole outfit as long as the 
stores we went to had reasonable prices. 


“Umi~ What do you think about this one? This seems like something a boy would 
like~” 


“Military-styled... Nah, Maki is quite short, he’ll just look childish if he were to wear 
it.” 


“Really? I think he’ll look cute though.” 
My job here was to accept my fate and be their doll. 
Umi had been paying close attention to my attire lately, so I should be in good hands. 


By the way, the female clerk had been watching us while grinning... Ugh, this is 
embarrassing... 


“Mm... Well, we'll decide on his jacket later, first let’s focus on his shirt first... Maki, 
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try this one.” 
“Sure...” 


They narrowed down the choices to three shirts, so I brought all of them to the 
changing room. 


Why were they putting so much effort into choosing my shirt though? Wouldn't it be 
covered by my jacket anyway? 


“What about the accessories, Umi? Maybe a scarf would look good?” 


“Yes, but we don’t need to buy one, I gave him one the other day. Maki, wear that one 
tomorrow, okay? Don’t you dare wear your own scarf.” 


“Got it...” 

I was wearing the scarf that Umi gave me. 

It was a checkered scarf with dark gray as its primary color and red lines. It didn’t 
seem to go well with my uniform, but the scarf was warm and it was soft to the touch 
so I wore it a lot. 


...Well, that was a lie, I actually wore it because Umi’s smell still lingered on it. 


After that, we continued to pick more clothes until right before the shop closed. By 
that time, Umi seemed satisfied with her choices. 


Branded jacket, high quality shirts and so on, altogether cost me ten thousand yen. 
I previously tried them on and they actually looked pretty good, and they were 
comfortable to boot. Too bad my face just wasn’t good enough, but it made me look 
presentable at least, so I won't complain. 

Umi really went all out, huh? Amami-san too... I’m grateful to both of them... 


“Thank you, Umi.’ 


“You're welcome. Wait, your scarf looks messy, come here.” 
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“Eh? Really?” 
“Yes... Jeez, pay more attention to it, okay?... There we go, all done!” 


Umi fixed my scarf as we walked out the store. 


I thought that slumping it over my neck with a loop would be enough, but according 
to her, there were a lot of ways to make it look more stylish. 


Fashion is deep, huh? Everyone seems to be doing it casually, but I can’t wrap my 
head around it. They’re amazing... 


“Jeez, you guys are like newlyweds. Are you sure you guys aren't dating yet?” 
“Well, apparently not... Because of... Things...” 
“Yeah...” 


“I see. When you guys finally tie the knot, tell me immediately so I can congratulate 
you both~” 


I hoped that both of us would be able to settle this matter properly soon. 
Tomorrow’s date should help us with that, so I can’t afford to mess it up. 


After leaving the thrift store, we went to various stores nearby to get other things 
that I needed like shoes. We finally took a break after all that was done. 


“Ugh... I’m tired...” 
I left them to go to the toilet. Inside, I let out a deep sigh. 


It was currently 7 pm. We arrived at the station around 5 pm. So we spent two whole 
hours looking for clothes. 


I shopped before, but I usually decided on what I was going to buy before going to 
the store, so this was my first time doing something like this. 


I was exhausted, but those two seemed energetic. They were currently deciding on 
where to eat dinner. 
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Personally, I just wanted to go home and eat dinner there, but I decided to bear with 
it since they went out of their way to help me today. 


I'll do my best to repay them... And of course, I'll do my best for the date. 
.. The real deal will start tomorrow, huh? 

Suddenly, Umi texted me. 

[Asanagi: Oi~ you alive? | 

[Maehara: Somehow. | 


[Asanagi: Good. We decided where to eat already, so come over quickly when you're 
done. | 


[Asanagi: There’s this all-you-can-eat meat restaurant. It’s gonna be good. | 
[Maehara: Got it. 

[Asanagi: Oh, also. ] 

[Asanagi: Thank you, Maki.| 

[Asanagi: For going along with our selfishness. | 
[Maehara: I don’t mind. | 

[Maehara: Seeing you guys happy made me happy too.| 
[Asanagi: I’m glad you think that way. | 

[Asanagi: Also, Maki.| 

[Maehara: What is it?| 

[Asanagi: I can’t wait for tomorrow. | 


[Asanagi: I'll wear my cutest clothes for you~] 
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In other words, tomorrow she'll dress up properly instead of wearing her oversized 
hoodies like usual. 


Honestly, she was cute enough even if she wasn't dressed up. 

The thought of her going all out motivated me even more. 

“Alright, now that I’m pumped up, let’s do this!” 

I was about to leave the toilet and ran to the place where they were waiting. 
“Whoops!” 

“Whoa!...” 

Just as I left the toilet, I bumped into a man wearing a suit who was trying to enter. 
The things that the person brought were scattered on the floor. 

„Crap... 

“S-Sorry! I’m in a bit of a hurry... III lend you a hand!” 

“Ah, it’s okay, I was careless too... Huh?” 

Just as I was about to pick a piece of paper that fell nearby, the man stopped moving. 
“Huh, I was wondering why you sound so familiar, so it’s Maki.” 

SER 


I looked up when he mentioned my name and saw someone lII never forget for my 
entire life. 


“Dad...” 
“It’s been a while, Maki.” 


The man, Maehara Itsuki, stroked my head gently. 
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He was my father. 
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CHAPTER 77 
MAEHARA ITSUKI 


My father looked exactly the same as he did back then. 


Well, the color of his suit and his tie weren't the same, but the way he dressed was 
exactly the same. 


“What a coincidence. I never thought I'd see you here... The last time we met was 
before your summer break, right?” 


“Mhm. I remember I was dying from the heat last time... Now it’s the exact opposite 
though...” 


“Sorry, after that I got really busy with work...” 
“Are you busy today too?” 


“Yeah, actually I came here to finish one of my jobs, I still have to go back to the office 
after this, I have more work waiting for me...” 


Previously, I caught a glimpse of the documents he brought with him. It was about a 
rebuilding project of this station. It seemed like he was involved in the project. 


“You sound really busy, are you okay?” 


“Haha, you don’t need to worry about me. | take care of myself regularly and I’m 
stronger than you think, you know?” 


He smiled at me. He was already in his mid-forties, but his body was still in good 
shape, probably because he used to play rugby in his college days. (T/N: He played 
college balls, you know? Could’ve gone pro if he didn't join the navy) 


Also, despite his age, he looked really young. 


I was supposed to be his son, but I looked nothing like him. My mom’s genes were 
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stronger than his, I guess. Someone told me that my eyes looked like fathers’ but 
honestly, I didn’t see the resemblance. 


“By the way, Maki, why are you here? You're here to play? So, you're already at that 
age, huh?” 


“Ah no, I was shopping. My sneakers are starting to fall apart, so I needed a new pair.” 
“I see. Did you manage to make some friends at school?” 

“Well... Nothing really changed from the last time we met...’ 

I answered him quickly. Well, that was a lie, of course. Since we last met, I have 
gained plenty of friends. At first there was Umi, then from her, I got to meet Amami- 
san and recently I hung out with Nozomu plenty of times. 

I decided to not tell him all that. 

“I see... Sorry, that was a weird question.” 

“It’s fine, I’m used to this. Anyway, dad, aren’t you busy?” 


“Oops, yeah, right! Actually, I haven’t even finished my job here yet.” 


It wasn’t that I didn’t want to talk to him, but those two were waiting for me, so it 
would be best for us to end our conversation here. 


[Asanagi: Maki, you're not done yet?] 

[Amami: Maki-kun, the meat is waiting for you~] 

If I were to dawdle here for too long, those two might get worried. 
“Chief Maehara, um...” 

It seemed like someone was waiting for him as well. 

“Minato? I told you to wait for me, didn’t I?” 


“Tm sorry, sir. I was waiting for you, but I heard you talking, I thought something was 
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wrong, so I came here...” 


The person who approached him was a woman in a gray suit. Since she referred to 
him as ‘Chief’, she was probably one of his subordinates. 


She was a beautiful woman with sharp looking eyes. 

“May I know who she is, Dad? Also, you got promoted again? Congratulations.” 

“No need to congratulate me. Also, what promotion? The salary is the same, only my 
workload is doubled... Anyway, this is my subordinate, Minato Kyouka-san. Minato, 
this is my son, Maki.’ 

“Chief’s son! Ah, it’s a pleasure to meet you, I’m Minato.” 

“Ah, I’m Maehara Maki, it’s a pleasure to meet you too.” 

She gave me her business card. Apparently she was a manager or something, it 
meant that she was quite capable. She looked to be in her mid-twenties. Becoming a 
manager at her age at a company as big as dad’s should be an amazing feat. 

“Then, since you're busy with your work, I'll get going first. Bye, Dad.” 

“Ah... Bye...” 


a ow 
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I left my dad, who was waving his hand lightly and Minato-san, who was giving me a 
bow, and walked quickly to where Umi and Amami-san were waiting. 


I talked with my dad for a few minutes, but for those two who were waiting for me, it 
probably felt longer than that. Umi was the one who spotted me. I saw her cheeks 
puffed up as she called out to me. 


“Maki, you're late. Are you lost?” 
“Well... kinda...” 


I wanted to tell her about my dad, but since Amami-san was here and the 
conversation might have dragged on for too long, I decided to keep quiet. 
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I was already tired from shopping. On top of that, my hunger was killing me. I’d 
rather not spend too much time on trivial things like this. 


“Sorry, Umi. I didn’t mean to make you worry.” 


“No, it’s fine, you're just a little late... I was just afraid that you lost your way... This 
place is crowded after all...” 


“Tm glad that didn’t happen.” 
If that actually happened to me, it would be pretty embarrassing. 


“You know, Maki-kun? She’s acting tough like this in front of you, but when you were 
away, she looked so restles— Umff...” 


“Yuu~? Stop talking nonsense and move your legs.” 

“Mmph! Mmph!” 

“C’mon Maki, let’s go.” 

“Okay...” 

I took Umi’s hand and headed to the restaurant with the two of them. 
“You know what, Umi?” 

“What? What is it?” 

“Nothing much, I just think that you're really cute today.” 

“Shut it, or lIl hit you.” 

“Please have mercy.’ 


Our relationship wouldn't end any time soon, so there would be plenty of chances for 
me to tell her about my dad. 


Honestly, I’d rather think about tomorrow’s date and our little party on Christmas 
instead. 
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Also, I had to take care of the things with Nozomu too, well that one was completely 
on me... But, yeah I have too many things I had to prioritize. 


“I don’t want to be negative, but... I have a bad feeling about all this...” 


I muttered to myself as the faces of various people flashed through my mind. 
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CHAPTER 78 
THE DAY OF THE DATE (MORNING) 


Saturday. 


I woke up to the sound of the alarm I had set last night. I didn’t sleep well, but 
strangely, I didn’t feel tired. 


Maybe it was because | ate a lot of meat and garlic yesterday? Both Umi and I ate a 
lot last night, to the point that Amami-san gave us a strange look. Also, apparently 
Amami-san couldn't handle smelly food like garlic. 


She gave us a bitter look while saying, ‘aren’t you guys gonna go ona date tomorrow?” 
and told us to mind the odor, but at this point, we both smelled anyway, so we 
decided to not worry about it. 


“The date starts at 11 am... We’ll meet up in front of the station... Right?” 
I confirmed the schedule over and over since waking up. 


Currently it is 8 am. Normally at this hour I would be relaxing in my sleepwear, but 
today I felt restless. 


I couldn't even eat well, so I had a light breakfast before putting on the clothes we 
bought yesterday. 


Whether the clothes suited me or not, I wasn’t sure, but all I knew was that it looked 
better than my usual attire. 


I really should be more mindful about my appearance from now on... But the 
money... I should consider getting a part-time job. Asking mom to buy me more 
clothes would be embarrassing. 


But, a part-time job, huh?... Could I even work properly? Well, I have to prepare 
myself for work anyway, I'll be graduating in a few years... And in the future if Umi 
and I were to... No, wait, stop thinking about strange things! 
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I should think about the date. The funds I had today were the leftover money I had 
yesterday and another ten thousand yen that my mom gave me for today’s date. But 
Umi and I decided that we would split the bills for everything, so we wouldn't need 
this much money. Either way, l'll bring it along in case of emergencies. 

I changed my clothes and put everything that I needed inside a bag. 


“Now, time to dress up some more...” 


I used some hair wax and styled my hair, following the way Umi taught me, but I had 
difficulties doing it. 


This was my first time trying to take care of my appearances. I never expected that it 
would be this difficult. 


Now I'm really wondering why one of the cutest girls in class somehow got along 
with me to the point of going on a date together. 


“Uh... This doesn’t seem quite right, but if I keep messing with it, I’d definitely make 
it look worse...” 


While I was struggling with my bangs, the doorbell rang. 


Who the hell would visit at this hour... But then I realized that there is a certain girl 
that would do exactly that. 


{¥O2} 

“Umi?” 

{It’s cold here, can you let me in first, please?} 
“Ah, yes, come in...” 


We were supposed to meet up later, but who cares, this is more convenient, I'll have 
her take a look at my hair. 


“G-Good morning, Maki...” 


“Good_-” 
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But, the moment she walked inside the house, my mind went blank. 
A single thought popped into my mind after seeing her. She’s beautiful. 


I didn’t know anything about fashion, I didn’t understand styles or whatnot, all I 
knew was that she looked really pretty right now. 


I should be used to looking at her face, but I couldn't help but feel mesmerized by her 
current appearance. 


“Jeez! What are you staring at? Answer my greeting properly...” 
“A-Ah... Yeah... Good morning...” 


“Good. Then, excuse me... Fuuh... As expected, Maki’s house is warm! Maki, do you 
want coffee or tea?” 


“I want some tea... Wait, what are you doing? I'll make it for you.” 
“It’s fine. Just sit over there and relax, okay?” 


As soon as Umi entered the living room, she immediately went to the kitchen to 
prepare drinks for the two of us. By now, she was familiar with the layout of the 
kitchen. 


“Do you want sugar or milk?” 


“Neither, I’m not in the mood for sweet drinks.” 


» 


“Kay. 


I found myself staring at Umi. Her cheeks were whiter than usual and her lips looked 
glossier. I’m not sure about her eyebrows or eyelashes because I couldn’t see them 
clearly from here, but I’m sure she took care of them as well. 


As far as I could see, the only accessory she wore was a single hairpin, but she looked 
beautiful enough that the lack of accessories was practically unnoticeable. 


I'd heard that makeup could change women, but this was my first time seeing it. 
Well, my mom did wear makeup, but... No comment... 
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“Thanks for waiting~ Can I sit next to you?” 
“Go ahead...” 

“Kay.” 
She sat down next to me. 

“Maki, were you staring at my legs... No, my thighs?” 


“I wasn’t! A-Anyway, don’t you feel cold dressed like that?” 


She was wearing a short skirt, but she wasn't wearing her tights today. In other 
words, I’m seeing her bare thighs right now. God, I wanted to touch them... 


I’m a man too, okay? This was a natural reaction. Also, this was Umi’s thighs we’re 
talking about, you can’t blame me for having indecent thoughts. 


“Actually, yes, it’s cold. The moment I left the house, I kinda regretted dressing up 
this way...” 


“Then, why didn’t you change?” 


“Because I want you to see how cute I am, Maki... I don’t want to do it half- 
heartedly...” 


Umi placed her hand on top of mine. We did this all the time, but today I felt so 
nervous I couldn't even look her in the eyes. 


“I-I see... I can tell that you did your best in dressing up, yeah...” 


“Mhm! I was brooding over it since yesterday you know? Like, how should I balance 
it between my attire and yours? How should I find the perfect balance between 
flashy and plain? That kind of thing.” 


“1 see... 


I didn’t have to put much thought into it since I bought the whole outfit yesterday. 
But I guess it was different in Umi's case, since she had to consider matching with 
me. 


traitorAIZEN 81 | 243 


She didn’t need to coordinate her attire with mine, but she was Asanagi Umi, the girl 
who was always fixated on small details like this. 


“So, why are you here so early? Aren't we gonna meet at 11?” 
“Well... I wanted you to see me in this outfit as soon as possible...” 
I knew it. 

I mean, she looked amazing, of course she’d want to show off. 
“Maki, what do you think?” 

“What do you mean?” 


“What do you think of me today? Give me your honest impression! I want you to spell 
it out.” 


Should I tell her that I was so mesmerized by her appearance that I couldn't form 
sentences anymore? 


Jeez, why was this so hard? 
“This is embarrassing...” 
“Hm?” 

I could feel my cheeks warm up. 
“Y-You look pretty, Umi...” 


a ow 
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There should be a lot of words I could use to praise her appearance, but that was the 
best word I could say to her. 


“I-I see... T-Thank you... I-I guess this was worth the effort...” 


“I-I guess so, huh? G-Good for you...” 


traitorAIZEN 82 | 243 


“Mhm! Ehehe...” 


I felt like my response to her was lackluster, but she looked happy, so I guess it was 
fine. 


...But, jeez, this is so embarrassing... 
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CHAPTER 79 
THE DAY OF THE DATE (BEFORE DEPARTURE) 


We spent around an hour messing around before it was time to head out. 


We spent the whole time playing games, but because I was conscious of Umi, my 
gameplay was a mess. 


Also, she smelled really good, even though she ate plenty of garlic yesterday. I asked 
her whether she had taken a bath earlier or maybe she had a secret on handling bad 
breath. 


“Yeah, I use tablets and gum. I don’t care about the smell because I’m used to it, but 
people around us might, so, here, take some.” 


“Okay.” 


I threw the things that Umi gave me into my mouth before putting my boots on. This 
was a brand new pair of boots I bought yesterday. 


I usually wore cheap sneakers around, so wearing these boots felt off. It was 
probably because I wasn’t used to wearing it. 


I'll bear with it for the time being. Hopefully I won't get sore feet or something. 


“Maki, did you bring everything? Your wallet, handkerchief, all good, right? Well, if 
you don't have a handkerchief, I brought two of mine...” 


“Why are you acting like my mom? I’m all set, everything I need is inside the bag.” 


“I mean, you're normally so sloppy. I’m just making sure that you're prepared for 
today.” 


I guess I triggered her maternal instinct somehow. I knew that she enjoyed taking 
care of me, but it felt embarrassing. I really should learn to take care of everything by 
myself more instead of wasting my time playing games. 
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“Then, let’s go.” 
“Kay.” 
We walked out the door and entered the elevator side by side. 


“Fuuh... I prepared it just in case, but wearing these tights feel warmer~” 


“Of course. What were you thinking anyway, walking in the middle of winter with 
bare legs?” 


I told her to wear her usual black tights. I understand that she wanted to look cute, 
but there’s no way that I'll let her go around the town with her bare legs. I didn’t 
want her to catch a cold over this 


“Ah, right. When we are going up the stairs at the station, can you stand behind me? 
My skirt is short, so if someone were to bend over they would be able to see what’s 
inside...” 


“Huh, really? Why would they do that out in the open, though?” 


“Yeah, well, I don’t know either, but it happens from time to time. I could feel their 
stares, you know? It isn’t acommon occurrence though.” 


Was this what they call voyeurism? I saw news about it on the internet before, but I 
never would have thought that it would happen to someone close to me. Though, 
considering how cute Umi was, it was completely understandable that someone 
would try to do it. 


“Got it, l'll protect you.” 

“Thank you. Ah, wait, I forgot. What if you’re the one who'll bend over to peek, Maki? 
I mean, it’s possible, you're a pervert after all. Just now, you tried to sneak a peek 
when I let my guard down, no?” 

“Ugh...” 


How did she find out? Her eyes were on the screen the whole time, damn it. 


“Sorry.” 
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“It’s okay~ I’m not mad at you~ Anyway, I’m the one who dressed up like this, so I 
can’t complain about it. Can I ask about something though?” 


“What is it?” 

“Hehe... Um... 

She embraced my arms, pulled me closer to her and whispered something to my ear. 
“So, What do you think?” 

“W-What?” 

“Down there, did you see anything? What do you think about it?” 

“I don’t know, I couldn't see it clearly...” 

Of course that’s a lie, I could both see and remember everything clearly. 

“Anyway, no comment.” 

“Hmm~ Well, I'll let you off for today.” 

“I-I mean, what did you want me to say anyway?!” 

“Whatever you want, perv~” 

“S-Stop poking my cheek!” 

Umi told me that she had some trouble choosing her clothes for today, maybe she 
had the same trouble choosing her underwear. That was probably why she asked for 
my opinion. Well it could also be that she was only trying to tease me... 

... should stop thinking about it. Seriously, what am I even doing? 

“Hehe, this will be a fun day! Rather, I’m going to have a lot of fun today!” 

“We haven't even started and I’m already exhausted.” 


Am I really going to let her tease me like this without being able to get back at her? 
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Well, whatever, I don’t hate this feeling. 
Anyway, our first date began, though it was earlier than we previously planned. 


Speaking of plans, we only planned to go to watch a movie today. After that, we 
would wander around doing whatever we wanted. 


Rather, Umi would probably drag me around doing whatever she wanted. 
“Umi, your hand?” 

“Hm? Well, since it’s a date...” 

Said Umi. Then I intertwined our fingers. 

“The Lover’s Hold, hm?” 

“Im trying to warm your hand up, okay?” 

“Why are you acting shy?~ You just want to hold my hand right?~ How cute~” 
“Fine, I'll let go.” 

“Wait, no.” 


She held my hand tightly. I guess we were going to stay like this for the rest of the 
day. 


I hoped that my hand wouldn't get sweaty. 
We walked together to the station. Umi was in a good mood. 
While waiting for the traffic light, I saw our reflection in the window of a drugstore. 


Our outfits matched each other, so aside from our faces we didn’t look too out of 
place together. 


We looked like a normal high school couple. I looked taller than usual, but that was 
because of Umi’s help. 
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I really should take better care of my appearance. I don’t care if people were to mock 
me, but if Umi got dragged down because of me, then I wouldn't be able to forgive 
myself. 

I want to be someone worthy of Umi. 

..As her (future) lover, I have to do my best. 

“What’s wrong, Maki?” 

“From now on, I'll do my best...” 

“Huh?” 

“I want to do my best for you...” 


I tightened my grip on her hand a little and talked to her in a lower voice. 


Saying this to her face felt embarrassing, but I wanted her to hear it. 


“W-What?” 
“Nothing~ You're just cuter than usual today~” 
“Should I be happy to be called cute?” 


“Who knows? But since it’s a compliment from me, yes, you should be happy about 
it 


“Thank you?” 
“Hehe... You're welcome~” 


Her smile was so bright that I had to avert my gaze. 
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CHAPTER 80 
THE DAY OF THE DATE (NOON 1) 


We had quite a lot of fun messing around along the way, but we hadn't accomplished 
our original goal yet. 


Watching a movie. 


As planned, we got off the train at the nearest station and went to a large building 
near the station. The cinema was inside that building. 


I thought we left earlier than scheduled, but we actually missed the train we planned 
to take. By the time we got to the cinema, the movie was about to start. I guess we 
lost track of time while we were goofing off. 


“Uh, we're going to watch a romance movie?” 


“Yeah. It’s been blowing up on social media recently, it seems interesting. They said 
that a high school girl like me shouldn't miss it.” 


The movie we were going to watch was a movie adaptation of a popular TV drama. 
When I looked it up and saw the reviews, they were filled with things like; ‘I’m so 
moved’, or ‘I can die happily now... ’. There were even some comments that praised 
the main actors. 


I didn't particularly like romance, but this was our first date, so I felt like I should do 
something special with her. If we were to watch a B-movie like we normally did, it 
wouldn't feel special, would it? 


The cinema was crowded with students trying to watch the same movie as us. Most 
of them were a group of girls, but I could occasionally see some couples like us here 


and there. 


I quickly glanced around to look if there were any of our classmates here, but I found 
none of them. Thank God. 
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We showed the clerk our student IDs and bought the tickets with the student 
discount before going to the snack counter. 


“Maki, what do you want to drink?” 
“Melon soda or ginger ale, whichever.’ 
“Alright. What about the popcorn?” 
“TI take the caramel.” 

“Same.” 


Normally, I would have a coke and salted or buttered popcorn, but in a place like this, 
I think it'd be better to go with something different. Also, since we were having lunch 
after this, I ordered the small sized popcorn, but it was still expensive. 


The trailers were already playing by the time we entered the theater. We took our 
seats located in the corner. 


Since the movie had pretty much started already, we tried to refrain from playing 
with our phones and talking. 


For the next two hours, our attention would be focused on the movie. 


Or at least, that was the plan. 


This is so boring... 
Around thirty minutes in, I was struggling trying to keep myself awake. 


The popcorn and melon soda I bought had disappeared in the first ten minutes and 
when I tried my best to focus on the movie, the drowsiness got to me because the 
movie was so boring. 


This was an adaptation of a TV drama, so I roughly knew the plot of it. It was a 
romance with a school setting, which was a common plot. But, this movie’s script felt 
really off and the story was really hard to follow. For example, there was a scene 
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where the main heroine fell ill and they said she only had a few months to live, but 
they dropped it so suddenly and provided no further explanation. Then after she 
died, there were times when she mysteriously appeared for some reason, it was so 
weird. Currently, the scene being played was a confrontation between the main 
heroine and the main character’s current girlfriend. 


Well, to be fair, there were quite a few interesting things to take note of. Also, if I 
were to turn my brain off and not think too much, I might be able to enjoy it, but 
seeing everyone else in the room watching the movie seriously, I couldn't bring 


myself to do it. 


The ending will probably have the main heroine say some corny things and disappear 
because of plot. 


That was what I thought while watching the main character crying on the screen 
while having an emotional music being played in the background. 


Around an hour and a half left. 
I couldn't enjoy this movie, now how should I spend the rest of my time? 


Since I’m on a date, I don’t think it’s appropriate for me to fall asleep now. Also, I paid 
for this, so it would be a waste if I were to sleep through it. 


I took a glance at Umi. 
I didn’t know what she thought of the movie, but from this position, I could tell that 
her eyes were glued to the screen. She didn’t seem to notice me staring at her 


though. 


Since Umi had the same taste as me, I thought that she would find the movie boring 
too, but I guess a girl like her would enjoy something like this, huh? 


Anyway, | tried to motivate myself since Umi was watching the movie properly, but at 
that moment the scene that showed on the screen switched to a bed scene. 


Do they really need to add something like this? 


The two actors who had been acting rather reservedly up to this point suddenly 
gained their vigor in this particular scene. Their exchanges were surprisingly violent, 
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but since this was a PG-12 movie, they tried to tone the scene down a little. 


Do people really enjoy this kind of scene? | thought as my drowsiness started to invade 
my consciousness again. 


I felt something on my shoulder. 

“Umi?” 

“Maki...” 

Umi hugged my arm while replying to me with a sweet voice. 


The scent of her shampoo and the soft touch of her arms pressed against mine were 
enough to make my heart skip a beat. 


“Uhh... Umi?” 


Did the scene trigger something in her? This was the first time that she rubbed her 
cheek against my arm. Rather than aroused, I was actually confused. 


I held her hand, but I didn’t know what would be the right thing to do in sucha 
situation. This place was dark but, it was still a public place, excessive flirting should 
be a no-no. But, not responding to her was a bad move too. 


Ugh, as expected, I have to control myself now. It would be different if this was my 
home, but this was a public place. I felt sorry for her, but we really shouldn't be doing 
this kind of thing in a place like this. 

“Oi, Umi, at least wait until we get back home...” 

I leaned toward her to warn her. 

sere Le nv gir 
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She was actually sleeping. 
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This girl was using my arm as a hugging pillow and slept peacefully. 


I guess she was struggling to keep herself awake too and she reached her limit faster 
than me, huh? 


..Come to think of it, she woke up way earlier than me... 


Now that I realized that she was actually sleeping, I felt ashamed for thinking of 
strange things like that. 


“Maki... Ehehe...” 
“This girl, what the hell is she dreaming about?” 


I gently wrapped her scarf around her mouth so people wouldn't hear her sleep 
talking and resigned myself to being her hugging pillow until the movie was over. 
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CHAPTER 81 
THE DAY OF THE DATE (NOON 2) 


“I mean, the movie was so boring...” 


Such were the words of Asanagi Umi-san (16 years old, female, occupation: student). 
She was guilty of drooling while sleeping and being a major nuisance because she 
just wouldn’t wake up. 


“I tried to avoid spoilers because the social media hyped it up a lot, but... Ugh... 
Turns out I should just do it, this whole thing was a waste of time.” 


“Well, it is what it is, I guess...” 


After leaving the cinema, we searched for more information about the movie, but as 
we suspected, the reviews were very divisive. 


The plot was pretty generic for a sob story, something that most people probably 
wouldn't enjoy unless they were into that genre. The songs in the movie were sung 
by a really famous rock band, which was apparently another appeal of the movie. I 
saw some girls actually cried after the movie was finished, so I guess the reviews 
were accurate, the movie was a hit or miss. 


By the way, I did my best to stay awake during the screening. 

“Muu... As expected, we shoulda watched a different movie instead. Like the movie 
currently screening, ‘Mutated Giant Man-Eating Shark VS Gustave VS Deep Sea 
Kraken VS Killer Android: A Battle That Transcend Time and Space!’ That’s the kind 


of cr*p we usually enjoy...” 


“Now, that’s what I call the B-Movie all-star. There’s so much s**t going on in the title 
that made it sound really interesting.” 


“I want to watch it, but apparently this is the last screening of the movie... I guess we 
have to wait for the BD release...” 
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Well, the movie was a major disappointment, but I got to see Umi's sleeping face, so 
it wasn’t a bad deal for me. 


Besides, the movie was only a means to an end, all that mattered today was for both 
of us to have some fun together. 


“Well, now that we had a good nap, let’s eat something.” 

“Sure, but where should we go? A family restaurant?” 

“Why don’t we go to a place that couples normally go to?” 

“If you want to go to a place like that, sure, I’ll go with you.” 

“Alright, then that place should be fine.” 

We decided to go toa recently opened restaurant. Apparently, a lot of magazines 
recommended this restaurant and the place was so crowded that you could see a line 
forming even after the lunch time ended. 


According to the sign, we had to wait for thirty minutes first. 


“Muu... I don’t mind waiting, but waiting in this kind of weather... Maki, are you 
okay? Are you cold?” 


“Tm fine. I brought my secret weapon.” 

“Secret weapon?” 

“This.” 

I pulled out a pocket warmer from my bag. 

I knew that it was going to be cold, so I actually put one on both my feet before I left 
the house. This particular one was the long-lasting type, so it would keep us warm 
for a good while. 


The winters here were cold, so it was necessary to have these on hand. 


“Muu... I knew I should have brought a lot of these things...” 
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“Do you want some?” 
“Yeah, give it to me.” 
“Here.” 

“Thank you.” 


It was impossible to put them on her legs, so she put one around her waist and 
covered it with her jacket. 


“Mm! This feels so good~” 

“I brought some smaller ones with me, you can use them on your feet later.” 
“Mhm! Hehe...” 

“What are you grinning about?” 


“Sorry, it’s just... Somehow I predicted that this kind of thing would happen... 
Hehe...” 


She said as she pulled me closer to her. Her soft hair felt ticklish to my cheeks, but it 
didn’t feel uncomfortable. 


“Ah, I’m not blaming you or anything by the way. Even if we did a lot of research 
beforehand and set up a proper schedule, things will always go awry in the middle of 
a date, so this kind of thing is normal.” 


“Really?” 


“Yeah, but still, Maki, are you a grandpa? Bringing pocket warmers of various sizes to 
a date? Are you actually a seventy-five year old grandpa?” 


“Tm sixty years too young to be a grandpa, sorry to burst your bubble.” 
Well, I couldn't blame her for thinking like that. I picked up this habit of bringing 


pocket warmers around from my grandparents. They used to give me a lot of them 
back when I was little. 
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I didn't have any friends, but my family loved me a lot. That was why even though I 
was lonely without any friends, my personality didn’t grow twisted. 


I guess that was also the reason why Umi was able to find me. 

“Well, I got what you're trying to say, so, what do you think of me?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You know, am I doing a good job as your partner for the date? Something like that.” 
I had been wondering about that. 


I could tell that she was enjoying her time with me and was able to relax around me. 
I mean, she even slept through the movie while drooling. 


The thing I wasn’t sure about is whether I was manly enough for our date or not. 


“Honestly, you're doing good... But if you think you aren’t good enough or something 
then... Hold my wrist for a bit.” 


“Huh? Sure?” 
I gripped her wrist as she told me to. I could feel her pulse against my fingertips. 


“Could you feel it? It’s my heart beat. Well, I’m feeling relaxed right now, so after this 
you can try to make it go faster.” 


“Ah, okay... But, why are you making me hold your wrist though?” 

“Are you trying to imply something here?” 

She gave me a look. Whoops. 

Aside from her wrists, the other places I could touch to confirm her heartbeat were... 
The two bouncy things that she had and her thin, enchanting neck... 


“Maki...” 
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“Sorry, I'll stop messing around, so please go easy on me.” 
“Hm~ Should I?~” 


Making her heart beat faster would be my goal from now on. But from the look of it, 
it seemed harder than it sounded. 
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CHAPTER 82 
THE DAY OF THE DATE (EVENING) 


After waiting under the cold weather for a while, we finally got to eat. 


It was a bit pricey, but the taste of the food was fine. Not that I was a good judge 
though. I could cook pretty well, but I wasn’t a chef or anything. I just followed the 
random recipes | found on the internet. 


I didn’t know a thing about fancy seasonings. The seasonings I knew about were the 
standard ones like ketchup or mustard. And I loved using instant seasoning, they 
were convenient to use. I doubt that this will change even when I grow up. 


“How was it, Maki?” 

“Everything tastes good, even the dessert... I have one complaint though...” 
“What a coincidence, me too.” 

‘One, two...’ Muttered Umi as we walked away from the restaurant. 

“The portion is too small.” 

We said that at the same time. 

“Haha! I know, right?” 


“Man...” 


To be fair, that was probably how a normal portion looked like. We were just a pair of 


gluttons. 


“Hehe... Wanna eat some burgers after this?” 


“Sure, with fries.” 
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“Let's go.” 
And so, without catching a break, we ate our second lunch. 


In the end, we were just doing what we normally did, but apparently this kind of 
thing was a normal occurrence. 


After filling our stomach for the second time, we walked toward the city, which was 
painted in the orange hue of the evening sun. 


It was currently 4 pm. I didn’t have any problems with staying out late, but Umi had 
to get back home at 7 pm for dinner. So, considering the time it took to return home, 
we could only hang around until 6 pm or so. 

That left us with two hours... Now, what should we do? 

“Maki, let’s go there next~” 

“Mm? Ah...” 

I looked toward the place Umi pointed at and saw a signboard there. 


‘Karaoke, 


A place where you got to hear someone’s horrible singing and vice versa inside a 
cramped room. 


“Hm...” 
“C'mon, are you chickening out?” 
I stopped dead in my tracks and gave her a look of refusal. 


Yeah sure, with the time we had left, we could spend it there no problem and I knew 
that people had karaoke dates too. But, still, karaoke... 


“What, you hate going to karaokes?” 


“.1’ve never been to one...” 


traitorAIZEN 100 | 243 


“Then make this your first time.” 
“Ehh...” 


“Don’t give me that response. C’mon, walk quickly, or else I'll drag you there by 
force.” 


“Ugh...” 


Seeing my reaction made her even more motivated to go. She grabbed my hand and 
forcefully dragged me along. 


“Two hours, a drink set. Also, the usual student rate, please.” 


It seemed like she came here frequently with Amami-san and Nitta-san. She 
completed the registration quickly and we went inside a small room together. 


Most of the other rooms were occupied and I could hear people yelling here and 
there. 


It felt like a zoo. 


“C'mon, we only got two hours, so pick your song quickly! I'll go first and you go next, 
okay?” 


After the waitress brought our drinks, the song that Umi picked started to play. 
“~D (Ci 


Umi’s first pick was a song by a female idol group. I heard this song being played 
plenty of times in a TV ad. 


.. This was the first time I ever heard Umi’s singing voice. She sounded really good. 
Her pitch was solid and her voice sounded clear. 


It made me think that she could be an idol if she wanted to. 


The karaoke machine here had a scoring system and the score she got was 98, an 
almost perfect score. 
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“.-Fuuh... It’s been a while since I last sang! That felt good~... Okay, Maki, it’s your 
turn next!” 


“Ah... wait, sorry, I haven’t decided mine yet.” 


I was too distracted by her voice and because of that, I haven’t decided on what to 
sing. 


I spent most of my time playing video games and reading manga, but I had plenty of 
knowledge of music, I think. At the very least, I had a group and some songs that I 


liked. Sometimes, I would hum those songs if I were in a good mood. 


But knowing something about music and being able to sing were totally different 
matters. 


I hated hearing my own voice. People always gave me strange looks whenever I 
spoke out loud for some reason. 


Because of this, it felt like my voice displeased them and I grew to hate hearing my 
own voice. 


“Hmm... Then, I'll choose it for you. What’s your favorite band?” 
“Huh? It’s a six person band called Dice Roll.” 

“Dice Roll... And your favorite song from them?” 

“Fuyuzakura... Wait, are you trying to make me sing that one?” 
“Mhm.” 


She operated the remote control quickly and soon after, the familiar tune began to 
echo through the room. 


Both Umi and I held one microphone each. 


I remembered everything about this song, the melody, the lyrics, the chorus, 
everything. If someone were to ask me to sing it, I could. But... 


“As expected, is it embarrassing?” 
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“aYeah...” 
“I assume you don't want to make fun of yourself in front of me?” 
“Kinda...” 


I knew that Umi wouldn’t make fun of me even if I were to horribly fail at singing, but 
I didn’t want to embarrass myself in front of her. 


“I see. Well, I can’t exactly force you to sing.” 

“Sorry, I’m so pathetic...” 

“It’s fine, lI sing it.” 

“Eh?” 

I thought she would stop the song, but she did something unexpected. 
“Do you even know the song, Umi?” 

“Nope, but the lyrics are on the screen, I just need to roll with it.” 
Then she gripped her mic and started to sing. 

“Ah, it already started... A white, cold hand reached out to my back~ 2” 


Of course she couldn't sing it properly, she never heard of the song before. Her pitch 
was all over the places, she sounded like reciting the lyrics rather than singing it. 


“Umi, you don’t need to force yourself...” 


“What are you on about? I’m doing my best to sing here. Take that tambourine and 
liven things up, quickly!” 


“Eh?” 


I tried to play the tambourine but it was a mess. After all, I was the only one who 
knew the song. My rhythm and her sounded really off. 
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“Your usual... eh, wait, I’m a beat too quick... The snowflakes fall...’ 
But she didn’t stop and she didn’t show any intention to stop. 


“C’mon, Maki, sing together with me! Who cares if your voice is bad or your score is 
low, let’s just have some fun! Together!” 


“Umi... 


“Rather, I want you to teach me how to sing this song. This is your favorite song isn’t 


» 
! 


it? I want to sing it properly 
Then, she took my hand and forced me to stand up. 

“Cmon~” 

“Fine, Til do it...” 

Her performance was bad enough, so even if I horribly mess it up it wouldn’t matter. 
“Then, Umi, take the tambourine. I'll do the rest.” 

“Oho~ Finally~” 

“Seriously... I didn’t sign up for this...” 


Encouraged by Umi’s kindness, I raised my voice to the mic for the first time in my 
life. 
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CHAPTER 83 
THE DAY OF THE DATE (NIGHT) 


It was currently 7 pm. Since the sun had already set, the lights coming from the 
Christmas trees illuminated the street in its stead. Beneath those lights, Umi and I 
were walking toward the station platform at a quicker pace than normal. 


“Hah~ That was fun~ I’m tired now from singing that much... Adding extra time was 
a little overkill, huh?” 


“Yeah... My body feels heavy... I wanna go home... I miss my bed already...” 

“Same.” 

We were supposed to finish at 6 pm, but two hours of singing weren't enough for us 
so we extended our time for a full hour. But that turned out to be a mistake. After a 
half an hour, we defaulted to singing some relaxing nursery rhyme because we were 
too exhausted. 

Also, Umi asked permission from Sora-san to come home a little later, but in return... 


‘Wouldn't it be nice if you were to take her home?’ 


I had to escort Umi back home, so my reunion with my beloved bed would have to be 
postponed. 


“Maki, your voice is actually really good, what were you so shy about? Your voice was 
clear and your pitch was perfect.” 


“That was... Because of you, Umi...” 
During the three hours of singing, Umi kept the tension in the room high whenever I 
held the mic. When she didn’t know the song I sang, she listened to me intently and 


praised me. When she knew the song, she would sing it with me. 


Even when I failed and embarrassed myself, it didn’t mean the end of the world. I 
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could still have fun singing with her. Umi guided me to break out of my shell and 
gradually, I could follow in her footsteps. 


My throat felt sore, but I felt uplifted. 
They said karaoke could relieve stress and I’m experiencing it firsthand. 


“That was my first time singing in front of people... Because of you, I had fun, so... 
Thank you, Umi.’ 


“Mhm, you’re welcome. Now if someone were to invite you to karaoke, you'll be 
alright. So, what do you think? Care to go with the rest of the class?” 


“No.” 
“Eh, why?” 
“What do you mean, ‘why’?” 


I could let loose today because I was alone with Umi. If Amami-san or Nitta-san were 
there, I doubt I could do as well. 


Well, lII ask Umi to teach me some ‘safe’ songs to sing, just in case I end up going to 
karaoke with a bigger group. 


“Uh, Umi?” 
“Hm?” 


“Um... Singing in front of a lot of people... I don’t think I can do that the way I am 
right now, but...” 


“Yes?” 
“Can you... help me practice whenever you have the time?” 
“Just the two of us?” 


“Yeah... Something like that...” 
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I wanted to get used to this feeling before I could properly sing in front of other 
people. For that, I needed her to go out with me again. 


Of course, if I were to say that I didn’t have any ulterior motives, I would be lying. I 
enjoyed our time together after all. 


“Hehe~ Then, let’s go together whenever we get the time. l'Il bring Yuu too for our 
little karaoke party.” 


“Amami-san huh?... How good is she at singing?” 
“Yuu? She loves singing, so...” 

“Ah...” 

That was all I needed to know. 


That girl was so passionate when it came to the things that she loved. Since she loved 
singing, she must be really good at it. 


It was Amami-san after all. There was no way that girl would be bad at something 
she loved. 


“So, when will we do it? Exams start on Friday next week, so next week should be a 
no-no... What about winter break then? You'll be wasting your time playing games at 
home, right?” 


“I mean, my mom’s busy working, not like we could go on a family trip or anything 
like that. What about you though? Your family don’t have anything planned?” 


“Nope, my dad’s busy at work. I heard that he’ll have to go to another country soon, 
so I'll be home for the whole winter break.” 


Amami-san would also be staying home this winter break as well. Apparently she 
didn’t need to visit her relatives overseas this year. 


We decided on a date and time for our karaoke party after confirming everything 
with Amami-san. After that, we went up to the station’s escalator. 


The weather got chillier at night and strong winds would occasionally blow. Those 
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winds made me feel like I was going to fall if I wasn’t careful. 
“Ugh... It’s cold...” 

“Come here, Umi.” 

“Ah... Mm... Thank you...” 

I stood right next to her so that the wind wouldn't hit her directly. 


I didn’t know if this would work or not since we were both of the same height, no, 
Umi was a little taller than me, but it should be better than nothing. 


“Maki, can I stay like this for a longer?” 

SAUTE 

When I said that, Umi tightly hugged my arm. 

“Your hands... Don’t they feel cold?” 

“Just a little... Can I warm them up inside your pocket?...” 
“Go ahead.” 

I let her hands enter my jacket’s pocket. 


The winter winds were supposed to be cold, but the fact that I huddled together with 
Umi like this made it feel rather warm. 


“Maki...” 
“Hm?” 
“This reminds me of that time...” 


“That time?... Ah...” 


a ow 
ann 
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She was talking about the first time when she confessed her feelings to me. 
I could still remember when she whispered those words directly to my ears. 
‘T love you...’ 


... Remembering it made my cheeks heat up. 


“Mm?” 

“Maki... How do you feel about me?...” 
“You know the answer already” 

Of course, I love her. 

Both as a friend and as a girl. 


If I didn’t, I wouldn't be singing in front of her and I wouldn't be holding her hands 
like this. 


“Yes, but... I want to hear it coming directly from your mouth... Can I?...” 
That’s just not fair. How can I possibly refuse her? 
“aI can say it out loud, but...” 


“If you’re embarrassed, just whisper it to me so only I can hear it... Just like what I 
previously did.” 


Umi brought her face closer to mine. She was really pushy today. 
Running away wasn't an option, so I had no choice but to do it, but first... 


“It’s crowded here, so let’s go down the escalator first and look for a less crowded 
place, okay?...” 


“You only need to whisper it to me, no one will hear you... Well, fine, let’s do it that 
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way... 

After that we looked for a less crowded area around the station. 
“Actually bringing me to a secluded, dark place like this~ You got guts, huh?” 
“Better than embarrassing myself in front of that crowd.” 
“Hehe, I was kidding. Anyway, come on, say it already ~” 

“Ugh... Then, here I go...” 

“Mhm.” 

I placed my lips close to her ear. 

“Nh... Maki, your breath tickles...” 

“S-Sorry...” 

“Hehe... It’s fine... Back then, I also felt nervous...” 


Why was I feeling this nervous when all I had to do was to tell her something that we 
both knew. 


I guess I had to get used to this too. 

“My feelings toward you...” 

I could feel my heartbeat. Just before I was about to tell her my feelings... 
‘Maehara-san!’ 

I heard a woman’s voice, calling my name from a distance. 

“What’s wrong, Maki?” 

“Did someone call my name?” 

I pulled away from her and looked at the direction of the voice. There, I saw a woman 
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waving toward our direction. 
“That woman wearing glasses... Do you know her, Maki?” 
“No, I don’t think so?...” 


She was an adult and she looked quite young. The only woman I knew from the same 
age range as her was Yagisawa-sensei and no one else. 


Though, her face looked familiar. 
Have I seen her somewhere before? 
“Sorry, Minato, I’m late.” 


At that moment, someone appeared from the entrance of the station, replying to that 
woman. 


The womar’s expression brightened when she heard his voice. 


“Eh, so it’s just a coincidence... I was worried for a second, I thought that I have to 
fight against an older woman your're secretly close with... Maki, what’s wrong?” 


“That person is... My dad... And she is his subordinate...” 


“What?” 


I didn’t recognize her at first because she was wearing casual outfits and her glasses 
threw me off. But now I remembered her. 


Why would she be with my dad at this hour though? 
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CHAPTER 84 
THE DEPRESSING WAY HOME 


Things were going so well, how could I stumble upon something like this so 
suddenly? 


We hid ourselves as quickly as we could. Maybe it was thanks to the lack of lighting 
where we were, both my dad and Minato-san hadn't noticed us. 


I didn’t want them to notice me and I didn’t want to call out to them either. 


“That's your dad and his subordinate?... Your dad aside, how did you know about his 
subordinate?” 


“He introduced me to her... Actually, before dinner last night, I bumped into him and 
we talked for a bit...” 


“aI see... So that’s why you were acting strange last night...” 
“Im sorry I didn’t tell you about it last night...” 


“Well, Yuu was with us, so I understand... But seriously, we came across something 
troublesome...” 


If those two were wearing their suits and Minato-san referred to my dad as ‘Chief’, 
then I would approach them and introduce Umi to them. 


But seeing them right now, I didn’t have the slightest desire to do so. 
Umi and I crouched down and watched the two of them talking from a distance. 


If only they were holding some documents, I would approach them to say hello, but 
both of them were empty-handed. 


Minato-san was even embracing dad’s arm. 
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“They seem close...’ 
“Yeah...” 


I could only see Minato-san’s expression from here, but the way she looked at dad... 
She seemed really happy. 


Her smile looked gentle and peaceful, unlike the serious expression she wore 
yesterday. 


She looked like a maiden in love. 
“Umi, quick, let’s get on the train before they notice!” 
“Are you sure, Maki?” 


“Mhm. I don’t want to be a bother to both of them. Besides, we’re in the middle of a 
date ourselves, aren’t we?” 


This wasn’t something I was supposed to see, but even if they got into a relationship, 
it shouldn’t matter to me. 


It had been almost a year since mom and dad divorced. Dad was good looking and 
his career was good enough. It wouldn't be surprising if he were to find a new lover. 


I had no justification to stop him from getting into a relationship. 

.. Yeah, this doesn’t concern me at all... 

“Maki, sorry!” 

“Eh?” 

I was in the middle of convincing myself, but Umi suddenly hugged me. 
My face was squeezed between her glorious cleavage. 

“U-Umi?” 

“Don't move... Those two are coming...’ 
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While I was busy convincing myself, it seemed like they walked away from their 
previous spot. I saw them from the corner of my eye, walking toward the station’s 
entrance. 

Thanks to Umi, they wouldn't notice that it was me. My clothes were brand new and I 
worked quite hard on my hair and such. They would probably mistake us as a 


random high school couple. 


“Sorry, Maki... I know it’s hard for you to breathe, but please stay that way for a bit 
longer...” 


I responded to her with a slight nod. 


I’m burying my face inside the chest of the girl that I love. I should be happy, but I 
can’t feel even the slightest happiness from it. 


I wish that those two would pass by without noticing me... I prayed as I hugged Umi 
tightly. 


“Maki, hide your face.” 
Then the couple passed by us. 
“Ah, Maehara-san... Over there...” 


“Hm? Ah, a high school couple... They’re enjoying their youth to the fullest, aren’t 
they?” 


“Yes, but doing that kind of thing in a public place like this...” 


They were talking about us. We were hugging each other in the shadows, of course 
we would make a good topic of conversation. 


“You guys are the reason why we are doing this... Seriously, adults like them should 
just mind their own business...” 
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Umi cursed them in a low voice before tightening her embrace. 


I understand her frustration. Normally, we wouldn't be hugging each other in this 
kind of situation after all. 


“sorry, Umi.” 
“Why are you apologizing? This isn’t your fault. Rather, it’s their-” 


“Umi, no. It’s not their fault either. We’re just unlucky to stumble upon them like this, 
okay?” 


If I didn’t bump into him yesterday... 

If we didn’t extend our karaoke session and went home at the planned time... 
We were unlucky... 

“Let's go home Umi... We don’t want to make Sora-san worry...’ 

“Sure, but Maki, are you okay?... Isn't it shocking to see your father...” 


“Yeah, of course, but... I’m just glad that he looks well. I was worried that he might 
feel lonely living by himself...” 


“If you say so... But, if anything happens, make sure to talk to me, okay? I might not 
be able to help, but I'll listen to all your worries...” 


“Mm.” 


After making sure that those two were out of our sight, we quickly got on the train 
and hurried home. 


I was able to make some fun memories, like my first karaoke session with Umi. But 
in exchange, I had to witness that scene. I guess this was what they called, karma. 


* kK OX 


After that, I dropped Umi off at her home. I had to decline Sora-san’s invitation for 
dinner and came back home as soon as I could. I was greeted by my mother who was 
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smoking while drinking coffee in the living room. 
“Welcome home. Ah, sorry, I did this again...” 
“It’s fine, mom, just smoke if you want to. You look so tired, are you okay?” 


“Ngh~ Well, since it’s the end of the year, I’ve been really busy... But, there’s another 
matter that I have to take care of...” 


Mom always looked energetic even when she was exhausted from her work. But 
since the beginning of the month, she always seems distressed. The dark circles 
under her eyes seemed to get darker each day and she was smoking more often. 


“By the way, how was your day? Did you have fun with Umi-chan?” 


“Yeah, we went to watch a movie, then we had a karaoke session for the first time. It 
was fun.” 


“I see. Then, try to keep it up until Christmas, okay? Don't forget to use protection 
when you both decide to do it, even if it’s the holy night, you two-” 


“Mom, please, before I kick you out the house again.” 


Well, she was still meddlesome. I was worried for nothing. If I were to leave her 
alone, she'll get back to normal eventually. 


I'll just have to help her with housework for the time being. 
“Ah, by the way, Maki, do you have plans next Friday?” 
“It’s the first day of the final exam, so no.” 


We were going to hold a study session before that day, but after that the only plan I 
had was to study together with Umi on the weekend. 


“As expected... Jeez, I’ve been telling him that he should pick another day, but he just 
won't listen... I know he is busy with work, but still...” 


“Him 2 
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I had a bad feeling about this. 

A certain person came to my mind. 

“Sorry, Maki... He wanted to meet you next Friday... Your father...” 

“al see...” 

It was about time for us to meet up properly, but his timing couldn’t be worse. 


I guess I was out of luck today... 
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CHAPTER 85 
FAMILY ALBUM 


When my mom and dad divorced, they agreed on a schedule for visitations. 


Until I turn 18 and graduate from high school, he would visit me once a month, then 
we would have dinner together to talk about our lives. 


We hadn't been able to meet each other in quite some time because of dad’s work 
schedule, but we used to meet each other once a month. Although we didn’t really 


talk about things like my school life, we would make small talk and have fun together. 


I didn’t hate my dad, on the contrary, I loved him. I always looked forward to meeting 
him especially since he always brought me to fancy restaurants. 


..Until now. 

“Normally, he would double check with our schedules, but he said that he’s busy... If 
he can’t meet you on that day then you'll have to wait for the new year before he can 
meet you again... He did ask for your opinion though... So, Maki... Are you going to 


meet him?” 


“Sure. I should at least meet him as a thank you. After all, I’ve been receiving money 
from him.” 


I didn’t know how much money he gives me each month, but part of the money used 
to buy the clothes I wore should be his. 


If possible, I don’t want to refuse him. 
“By the way, Mom...” 
“What is it?” 


Suddenly, Minato-san’s face came to my mind. 
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Does mom know about her? She’s dad’s subordinate and they seemed to have known 
each other for a few years already. Seeing the scene yesterday made me suspicious 
about something. 

Did they get close after or before the divorce happened? 

If it was the former, then he’s free to do whatever he wanted, but if it was the latter... 
I wonder what kind of face I should make when I meet him later. 

“Maki... Maki?” 

“«W-What is it, mom?” 


“You look pale, are you okay? Are you exhausted because of your first date?” 


“Ah... Y-Yeah, probably... I couldn't sleep last night because I was nervous... Also, we 
went all out at karaoke, so, yeah...” 


“Is that so? Then, you should quickly eat your dinner, take your bath and go to sleep. 
Oh before that, make sure to call Umi-chan first. Thank her for the date.” 


“I-I got it, quit nagging me...’ 
I swallowed the words I was about to say. I shouldn't bring it up to her. 


Of course I was curious about this matter, but even if she knew about it, it wouldn’t 
change anything. But if she didn’t know about it, things would turn messy real quick. 


Both options seemed bad, so it should be better for me to shut up. 

“If that’s all, I’m going to bed early... I have a lot of work tomorrow, so, good night.” 
“Good night... Ah, right, mom, can I ask you something?” 

“What is it?” 

“Do you still love dad?...” 


At that question, my mom stopped moving. 
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“Why?” 
‘Why are you asking this question now?’ She made that kind of face. 


“S-Sorry, it’s been a while since I’ve last seen him... I was just curious... Sorry, that 
was a weird question...” 


“No, it’s fine. You decided to follow me without questions after all, it’s normal to be 
curious about something like this.” 


She sat back down on the sofa and lit the cigarette that was sitting on the table. 


“Your dad, huh?... We divorced because of various things... There were times when 
seeing his mug made me feel sick, but I know that deep inside my heart... I still like 
him... I can’t even throw away our family album...” 


“You have the album, mom?” 


“Yeah. You know, we've been married for fifteen years... Maybe longer... We made a 
lot of good memories, I couldn’t bring myself to throw it away... Wait a second, I'll get 
it for you.” 


She brought the album from her bedroom. 


There were various pictures of me inside the album. Back when I was born, my first 
shichigosan, my kindergarten days, our family vacations, entrance and graduation 
ceremonies and so on. Most of the pictures ranged from back when I was first born 
to around the time when I reached seven or eight years old. (T/N: Shichigosan as in 
the shrine visit thing. There’s a culture in Japanese where they'll bring their child to 
visit nearby shrine when they turn 3, 5 and 7, hence the shichi (7) go (5) san (3)) 


“I was a big crybaby back then...” 


“Hehe... True. Back then you would cry if someone other than me or your dad tried 
to hold you. You'll try to hide behind our backs whenever we try to take a picture of 
you. The only time when we could get a good shot of your face was when you didn’t 
face the camera properly.’ 


Like she said, there were only a few pictures of me where I was looking at the 
camera. I had a few back when I was a toddler, but as soon as I entered kindergarten, 
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there were none of them. It was during the time when I started feeling shy when 
someone tried to take a picture of me. 


I thought I was a quiet kid back in the day, but apparently my younger self was a 
selfish brat. 


Well, even now, I’m still a selfish brat. 

“Mom, can I borrow this?” 

“Sure, just take it... Did Umi-chan or someone else ask you for it?” 

“Yeah, something like that...” 

I promised them that I’d show them to Umi and Amami-san, so I should fulfill that 
promise. Of course I'll take out the naked baby pictures of me or else it would be a 


disaster. 


But, they would probably notice that I took those pictures away and Umi will start 
bugging me about it... 


“Anyway, just take it if you want to. I’m going to bed now, so good night, Maki...” 
“Good night. I'll clean everything up later.” 

“Alright, thank you...” 

She extinguished her cigarette and went to her room. 

“I couldn't ask her...” 

Dad, mom and me. I muttered that as I stroked our family photo. 

It had been a year since me and my mom left our previous home. Both of us finally 
got used to our new life. My mom was content with her work and I managed to gain 
a couple of friends. 


I didn’t want to ruin this daily life of ours... 


That was why I decided to forget about everything that happened today. 
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CHAPTER 86 
ABOUT OUR HOUSE 


It was the first monday after my date with Umi. 
I f**ked up. 
I was talking about the album. 


There were embarrassing photos of me back when I was a baby in there, so I decided 
to take them off the album before I showed it to Umi. 


“Woah, so cute~ So Maki was this cute when he was a baby~” 


“I know right? He was so clingy back then too~ Whenever I tried to leave his side, he 
would cling to me while saying ‘mama~’ it was cute.” 


“Hehe... I can imagine that somehow.’ 

I forgot that Umi would come to my house early to pick me up. 

When I woke up, she and my mom were already looking at the album together. 
And my laziness bit me in the back. I haven't taken the photos out yet. 

“Ah, good morning, Maki~ It’s a nice day today, isn’t it?” 

“Nothing better than the feeling of dread, bright and early...” 

“Oh yeah, I saw your picture, you look cute~ Especially your di-” 

“Don’t you dare say that out loud.” 

Now she had one more thing to tease me with. 

“What are you upset about? Umi-chan will see it sooner or later anyway, relax.” 
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“It’s too early in the morning for this kind of talk, dear mother 


If they hadn’t reached those particular pages, I would immediately rip the album out 
of their hands, but apparently, I was too late. 


I made my mom prepare drinks for all of us and quickly sent her off. 


“It’s fine~ I took out all the embarrassing photos so Yuu wouldn't be able to see 
them.” 


“And where are the photos now?” 
“Obviously it’s in my bag.” 
“Give it back to me, you thief!” 


I ignored Umi’s whining and retrieved the photos from her bag. I locked them inside 
my drawer. 


I spent the whole Sunday slacking off... I should have done this earlier. 


One of the things I hated about myself was that I would try my best to take care of 
Umi and the others, but when it came to things related to myself, I got really lazy. 


“I have to go to work now, Umi-chan. Take care of Maki for me.” 
“Yes, you can entrust Maki-chan to me!” 
“Stop doing that...” 

“Tm off, Maki-chan, be a good boy~” 


“Not you too, mom!” 


It was early in the morning and I had to deal with this. Well, at least I didn’t feel 
depressed this monday, I guess it was a fair price. 


Also, the final exam would start this weekend, so I had to concentrate on my studies. 


“Maki, sorry! I left my cigarettes and lighter on the table! Can you bring them to me? 
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The yellow box!” 
“Ah... Mm...” 


The brand of the smoke was the brand that mom always used, but it seemed like she 
had been smoking more often lately since the box felt considerably empty. 


I understood her urge to smoke because she was an adult, but I hoped she would 
take care of her health better. 


“Here.” 
“Thank you. Also, I have something to tell you.” 
She made sure that no one was nearby before she whispered her words to me. 


“Don't tell Umi-chan too much about our family’s situation, okay? She’s a good girl, 
she will brood over it if you were to tell her.” 


“Don’t worry about that, I know better.” 
I trusted Umi, but the matter with dad was our family’s matter. 


I wanted to ask for advice from her, but I guess I should consider mom’s feelings here 
too. 


“Thank you, Maki. I love you.” 
After she took her cigarettes from me, she pulled me over and hugged me gently. 


It was strange... This wasn’t something she normally did... Maybe there was 
something wrong with her? 


“Tm off. I'll do my best at work.” 
“Mm... Have a good day, mom.” 


After I saw mom off, I got back to the living room. As soon as I entered, I felt cold air 
brushing against my cheeks. 
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“Ah, sorry, Maki. I’m ventilating the room.” 
“Sorry, the room smells, huh? My mom’s cigarette brand is very peculiar, you see...” 


“When you Say it that way it feels like you’re implying that you smoke too. Also, is 
Masaki-san alright?” 


As soon as she entered the house, she smelled a strong cigarette odor. She never 
experienced this before, so it was natural for her to suspect something. 


By the way, no one in her house smoked. 


“Who knows. Well, it’s mom we're talking about, we should just leave her alone 
rather than bothering her about it. She'll be fine, don’t worry.” 


After spending quite some time ventilating the room, we had our breakfast like 
usual. 


I decided to make some pancakes for a change of pace. I ate them as it was, but Umi 
added maple syrup and butter as topping for hers. I’m glad that she’s here, she eats 
the ingredients that I rarely use. 

For the drink, we both had milk. 

“Um, Umi?” 

“Nom nom?” 

“Swallow everything first.” 

*Gulp 

“What is it?” 


“About this friday...” 


“This friday? It’s exam day, but do you have something planned? Wanna study and 
have dinner together?” 


“I'll be meeting my dad this friday...” 
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seh?’ 

Umi's expression soured instantly. 

It was understandable. After all, she was with me that day. 
“Maki, are you okay with that?” 


Umi didn’t reach her hand out to me, but since we were sitting across from each 
other, I could feel her legs move as her feet suddenly touched mine. 


“Well, we're just going to have dinner together like we've always been doing.” 
“Then, what about his subordinate?” 

“Maybe I'll ask him about it. It’s been bugging me after all.” 

It just felt wrong seeing my dad like that. I had no problem with Minato-san though. 
I need to hear the truth from his mouth this friday. 


“Since that’s the case, our study session should be moved to another day. So, have 
you scheduled everything from your side?” 


“The Princess said that she wanted to hold study sessions every day since the scale 
of this test is bigger than usual... She seems desperate too.” 


“Okay, then, today should be fine?” 
“Sure, lIl let Yuu know.” 


I promised Nozomu to study together for the exam, but whether Amami-san would 
come or not, it was up to her. 


This week will be a busy one. There were a lot of things to think about and all of 
them were quite troublesome. Despite that, I'll take care of each one of them. 
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CHAPTER 87 
FOUR PERSON STUDY SESSION 


The study session would be held in my house. 
Originally, we wanted to do it in the classroom or the school library, but there was a 
limit on how much time we could study in the classroom after school, and the library 


was really crowded with people. In the end we were forced to abandon that idea. 


Someone suggested doing it in a family restaurant, but doing it in the open like that 
made me uncomfortable so I rejected it. 


“Ehehe~ It’s been a while since I last came to your house, Maki-kun!” 
“Sorry about the mess, I hope you won't mind it.” 


“Why are you acting like the owner, Umi? Though it’s true that this place is a bit 
messy...” 


I unlocked the front door to my house and quickly organized the mess of shoes at the 
entrance. I only had a single pair of shoes, but my mom had plenty. The entrance was 
filled mostly with her shoes. 


“Come in.” 


“Excuse me~ Huh? It smells different from the last time I came here... It smells like... 
Cigarette?” 


“Yeah. Maki is secretly a delinquent, you know?” 
“Huh? M-Maki-kun, you should only smoke when you turn into an adult!” 


“You know I don’t smoke. Also, don’t play along with her nonsense, Amami-san, she’s 
a bad influence.” 


“Hehe~” 
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Amami-san then stuck out her tongue while making a ‘teehee’ pose. We gathered 
because we were going to study, but I was hyped up for something that would maybe 
happen today. 


“Maki-kun, what are we gonna eat today?” 


“I made pancakes this morning and there are leftover ingredients, so I’m gonna make 
some more.” 


“Oh, that sounds great! Then, Pll- Uwah!” 


“Dear Princess bearing the red marks, before that you still have to study. Don’t think 
that because this is Maki’s house I’m going to go easy on you.” 


“H-Hii...” 

Umi then grabbed Amami-san by her collar and dragged her to the living room. 
We recently set up the kotatsu, so the plan was to study on it. Today we would be 
covering the subjects for the Friday exams, mostly the parts that would definitely 
come up on the exam. 

“Maki, you're a bigger man than I thought... I give you my respect...” 


“Huh? W-What is it so suddenly?... Pl take that as a compliment, I guess?...” 


The last person who came into the living room looked so tense. I hoped that he could 
keep it together, since we were going to study together today. 


Like previously planned, the four of us would participate in this study session. 
Umi, Amami-san, Nozomu, and me. 

“But, is this really okay? I’m not a bother, right?” 

“Mm... Well, since Amami-san agreed to this, it should be okay.” 

Since it hadn't been a long time since the whole confession thing with Nozomu and 


Amami-san, Umi and I tried to be considerate and only focused on teaching Amami- 
san today. 
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As for Nozomu, we tried to schedule a separate time for him, but... 
‘Let’s do it together with everyone!’ 


Amami-san suddenly said that. I didn’t mean for this to happen, so this caught 
Nozomu off-guard. 


Umi asked for a confirmation and she replied to her, ‘Yes, it would be awkward, but 
won't he be sad if we were to leave him out?’ 


Well, that was an Amami-san-like answer. 


“Anyway, we aren't going to play around today. I know it’s probably hard for you to 
concentrate in this situation, but do your best, okay?” 


“Y-Yeah... I really don’t want to take make-up classes, man...” 


I told them to get comfortable before going to prepare drinks and the pancakes for 
them. 


“Fuuh... The kotatsu feels comfortable as expected~” 
“Yuu, don’t you dare fall asleep. l'll give you a head flick if you do.” 
“Ugh... I-I’ll do my best...” 


We positioned ourselves in the kotatsu. Since Umi and I would be the ones who 
would teach the both of them, we decided on this position: 


(Amami) 

(Nozomu) [Kotatsu| (Umi) 

(Me) 

“Um, Asanagi, I know you're smart, but I’m curious, how high is your ranking?” 


“When I’m in my best condition, I could get into the top ten, but normally I would 
stay in the top twenty.’ 
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“Amazing... We’ll get into a different class for sure next year... What about you, 
Maki?” 


“Tm usually in the top fifty.” 


Our school didn’t really differentiate between the students who had a higher or 
lower test score, but I heard that they would divide the classes based on the scores in 
the second year. 


If possible, I wanted to be in the same class as Umi next year, but since there were so 
many classes in this school, the chances of us being in the same class would be 
around 50/50 if I were being optimistic. 


We would be sophomores in four months. I had been a loner until recently so I never 
cared much about class changes, but now I understood why everyone was so hyped 
up about it. 


“Uu... I don’t want to study... but I also don’t want to be in a different class from 
Umi...” 


“Then stop moping around and do your best to at least get an average score.” 
“Fine~” 
The four of us then decided on a break time first before studying earnestly. 


Since I was good at liberal arts subjects, I focused on teaching them English and Old 
Japanese, while Umi, who was good at science and math, focused on teaching math 
and chemistry. Both of us worked together to teach the other two who were bad at 
every subject. 


“Maki, the teacher would include this part in the exam, right? Is it okay to skip it?” 


“That part is quite difficult and you should only study it if you’re trying to get 80 
points or higher. We’re pressed for time, so you should focus on getting at least 60 
points and study the easier parts instead.” 


Since he wasn’t accustomed to answering every question on the exam, if he were to 
try and study those difficult parts, he would end up wasting his time on that part. 
That situation was something that he should try to avoid at all costs. Instead of 
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studying the difficult parts, he should try to master as many of the easier parts as he 
could to maximize his score. 


“Maki-kun, how should I translate this sentence?” 
“Ah, that part...’ 


I was about to lean forward to help Amami-san out, then I felt someone grabbing my 
hand which was hidden inside the kotatsu. 


“Maki-kun? Is something the matter?” 
“Ah, sorry, it’s nothing...” 


Since both of Amami-san’s hands were on the kotatsu, I immediately knew that it 
was Umi who suddenly grabbed my hand. 


“Seki, your answer for the second question is wrong. You made an error in the 
second column. Pay more attention to the position of the parentheses.” 


“Huh? Ah, you're right, my bad.” 

At that moment, Umi’s gaze met mine. 

Inside the kotatsu, she had been stroking my fingers for a while now. 
I knew what she wanted... The Lover's Hold... 


Moreover, she wanted us to do it in secret... 


a » 
ann 


a ow 
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While the two others were glaring at their textbooks, Umi and I did the Lover’s Hold 
inside the kotatsu. 


This was the first time I’ve ever done something like this under the noses of my 
friends. 
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I didn't feel much embarrassment anymore when we did it in public, but doing it 
secretly like this felt indecent somehow. And that made me a little nervous. 


But still, since our goal today was to study together, I shouldn't get carried away. 
“U-Umi, it’s almost time for a break... Let’s stop here for now...” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes, I’m sure...” 

“Hehe... Got it...” 

Umi quickly let my hand go and headed to the kitchen, leaving me behind. 


While the other two were studying earnestly, I was here flirting with Umi secretly. I 
felt a little bad about it. 
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CHAPTER 88 
I HATE IT 


After a thirty minute break, we continued studying. 


The comfort of the kotatsu and the sugar we consumed made everyone feel drowsy, 
but there were some parts that we still needed to cover, so we had no choice but to 
shake off the drowsiness and do our best. 


Amami-san in particular was the sleepiest out of all of us since she ate most of the 
pancakes I made... 


“Ngh... Umi... I feel so sleepy...” 

“Is that so? Time for a head flick then.” 
“T-I’ll do my best, Umi-sensei!” 

“Good.” 

I would let her take a nap for ten minutes or so, but Umi said if we let her sleep, she 
wouldn't wake up even if we forced her to. I didn’t want to push her too hard, but I'll 
just follow Umi’s advice for now. 

As for Nozomu, well, he didn’t eat the pancakes because of his diet. He said that he 
had been trying to lose weight since the beginning of winter because he gained too 


much weight back in fall. 


Nozomu told me to not worry about him feeling left out, but seeing Amami-san 
devouring the pancake made me feel bad for him. You see, his favorite food was ice 
cream and the pancake that Amami-san ate had ice cream as its topping. 


By the way, the topping of my pancake was whipped cream. 


“Ah, Maki, there’s some cream on your face.” 
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“Eh? Where? Right? Left?” 

“It’s on my right, so it’s on your left.” 
“Here?” 

“A bit higher than that.” 

“Here?...’ 

“No... Well, it can’t be helped, come here.” 
“Mm.” 


Umi wiped the cream off my lips with her finger. Then she brought it straight into 
her mouth. 


“There we go.” 

“T-Thank you.” 

“Don’t mention it. Jeez, Maki, you're such a spoiled kid~” 

“Give me a break, you know it wasn’t intentional.” 

“Sure~”’ 

My mouth is small, but because of my eating habit, this tends to happen a lot. 
Whenever she noticed it, Umi would wipe it for me. This happened quite often to the 
point that we stopped minding it. 

But unfortunately, we weren't the only ones here today. 


“Umi? Maki-kun?” 


“I know you guys are together and all, but...” 


Cort yy 


Get a room, please. 


Of course both Nozomu and Amami-san would show their complaints. 
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Cord wy 


Were sorry... 


This kind of scene might be categorized as wholesome, but it was natural that some 
people would feel sick when seeing it. 


When it comes to something like PDA, you need to have some restraint. At least try 
not to be a bother to people around you. 


“But, you know? ~ Seeing you guys like this made me want a boyfriend too~” 


“Then why don’t you look for one? A lot of people tried to confess to you, no? Just 
randomly pick one or whatever.” 


“Mm... But, none of these guys caught my eye... It isn’t like I’m not into boys or 
anything too... They’re just... Lacking?” 


“Oof...” 


Nozomu took a huge amount of damage from Amami-san’s remark. Could that count 
as being rejected twice by the same person? The girl herself did that unconsciously 
though. She probably didn’t even realize that Nozomu was in pain over here. 


As the two members of the higher caste talked about their love lives, I patted 
Nozomu’s slumped shoulders. 


“Mm~ I really want a kind boyfriend like Maki-kun~” 


“Nah, a boyfriend that fits you should be someone that is physically fit. They need a 
lot of stamina to keep up with you.” 


“Really? But, someone physically fit... Basically someone like you, Umi! Then, if you 
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were to become a boy, you can be my boyfriend 
“Too bad the world doesn’t work that way.” 


Watching their interaction from the sideline, I thought that it might be fun if I went 
out with Amami-san. But on the other hand, it seemed like a pain in the arse. 


Nozomu should be a good candidate to be her boyfriend, but she didn’t even look his 
way. Oh well... 
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“Enough of this, you two. Go back to your studies, we still have a lot to cover.” 


“Kay... Yuu, the next subject is Old Japanese.” 
“Yes~ Old Japanese is a pain though...” 


“You still have to study it whether you like it or not.” 


After that, I taught Amami-san while trying to keep her motivated. There were times 
when I had to motivate her by showing her my love (head flick), but we managed to 
finish our studies for the day. 


Including break time, it took us about three hours to finish. I didn’t make much 
progress on my own studies, but teaching others was a good way to help me review 
the things I’ve already mastered, and the fact that Umi was here helped me fix the 
mistakes that I made. 


I still had to study more, but I’m confident that I won't get any red marks on the 
upcoming exam. 


“Thank you for everything today, Maki-kun! The food is as tasty as always!” 
“Thank you, Maki, Asanagi. Thanks to you I’m confident that I can pass now.” 
“Same, Seki-kun! Let’s do our best~” 

“Y-Yeah...” 

I saw both Amami-san and Nozomu off from the house’s entrance. Both of them 
looked happy. At the start of the study session, the two of them had this awkward 
atmosphere around them, but as time passed, they eventually opened up to each 
other. 

Amami -san still referred to him by his family name, so he was still below me in terms 
of her favorability. I hoped that they would start calling each other by their names 
soon though. 


...| hope that he won't mess up and get rejected again. 


“Umi? Did you forget something?” 
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“Maybe... Well, PII fetch it later anyway, who cares...” 


It was Umi who worked the hardest today. After all, she was one of the smartest 
students in our class. Her teaching style was really good too, even I learned a lot 
from her. 


On top of that, she still had the time to flirt with me under the kotatsu. 
“I see. Then, see you later” 

“Mm... Maki, wait, do you have a minute?” 

“Hm?” 

“Sorry, can I borrow your back for a second?” 

“Umi suddenly hugged me tightly from behind. 

“What’s wrong, Umi?” 


“sorry... I’m just... Afraid... Yuu said something like wanting a boyfriend like you... 
I’m... I'm sorry for being so troublesome...’ 


“Ah...” 


Amami-san said that remark casually, but I guess Umi took it to heart, even though 
she was able to act normally afterwards. 


“I hate it... It would be fine if we were just friends, but right now... I don’t want you to 
be taken away... I don’t think I'll be able to live if you were to leave me...” 


» 


“Umi... 


This girl who always acted tough in public was now trembling like an abandoned 
puppy in front of me. 


As expected, even though she acted normally around Amami-san, deep down, she 
was still struggling with her anxiety. 


I have to lend her a hand. 
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“Umi, can you let me go for now?” 

“No.” 

“Please...” 

“But, I don’t want you to see my face right now...” 
“Don't worry, I’m used to seeing your crying face.” 


“Idiot.” 


She loosened her hold on me, so I turned to face her and embraced her. 


“You don’t need to worry, you're the only person I have in my mind.” 
“Mm... Sorry, l’m such a troublesome woman...” 

“It’s fine. Your clinginess is cute.” 

“Jeez, Maki... You really have a strange taste in women...” 

“Says you.” 

“Hehe...” 


The two people waiting outside might be suspicious because Umi was taking so long, 
but I don’t care. 


The girl in front of me is my top priority after all. 
“Hehe... Thank you, Maki... I’ve calmed down a little.” 
“Tm glad. Do you want me to take you home?” 


“No, it’s fine, you don’t need to go that far for me... Just...” 
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“Just?” 

“Can we stay like this for a bit longer?” 

“Alright.” 

We hugged each other for a while until Umi completely calmed down. 


Of course Amami-san and Nozomu gave us a scornful look and called us an ‘idiot 
couple’. 
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CHAPTER 89 
VISITING DAY 


Friday. 

It was the first day of the exam. 

And it was also the day my dad would be visiting. 

When it came to the days I looked forward to, it felt like I'd waited an eternity for it 
to come, but when it came to the days I didn’t look forward to, they came in the blink 
of an eye. Of course I wasn’t talking about the day of the exam. I studied a lot so I 
didn’t care much about it. 

What I was talking about was the visitation day. It used to be one of the days I looked 
forward to. I loved him a lot, he was a cool dad, he always worked hard for his family 
and I admired him. 


“Sorry to make you deal with something like this today, Maki...” 


“Like I said, it’s fine, mom. We'll be eating at a restaurant in front of the station at 7 
pm. I'll order a lot of expensive food there and enjoy myself.” 


“Hehe... Alright, alright... Also, your money-” 
“It’s fine, mom. I'll just ask for some from dad later.’ 
“Just take it so you can make it up to Umi next week, okay?” 


Well, if she put it that way, I got no reason to refuse. More funds for our little 
Christmas party with Amami-san. 


Suddenly, my phone vibrated. 


Umi texted me. 
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[Asanagi: Sorry. | 

[Asanagi: I got something to do at Yuu’s place, so I have to go there this morning. | 
[Maehara: Got it. See you at school.| 

[Asanagi: Mm.| 

[Asanagi: Maki, are you okay?] 


[Asanagi: I know I might sound overprotective, but I’ll accompany you halfway, 
okay? | 


[Maehara: I’m fine, don’t worry. We're planning to go to a fancy restaurant and I’m 
going to stuff myself with a lot of expensive food.] 


[Asanagi: Never mind then, I'll accompany you until the end. You're going to Ruiho, 
right? I heard the most expensive food there is A5 steak and for dessert, it has to be 
strawberry parfait.] 

[Maehara: Then, Ill order those. Don’t worry, l'Il eat your share for you. | 

[Asanagi: Damn you...] 


[Asanagi: I want free food too...| 


[Maehara: You have to watch over Amami-san, right? Do it properly. I'll contact you 
after everything is done. ] 


[Asanagi: Fine. ] 

[Maehara: Also, Umi. Thank you. ] 
[Asanagi: Mm...] 

[Asanagi: Godspeed. | 

And so the first day of the exam began. 


I was able to solve most of the questions without much trouble except for math. 
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However I should be able to get at least 80 points. 


Amami-san and Nozomu looked ecstatic because they managed to reach the target 
that Umi and I set for them. Depending on the subject, they might be able to at least 
get an average score. 


Everyone worked hard for this, I hope our efforts pay off in the end. 


* K OX 


Now that the first day of the exam is over, I would love to rest for a while, but I still 
have a lot of things to do. 


After the sun had set completely, I headed toward the designated place to meet my 
dad. It had been a while since I went outside alone. I’ve been going out with Umi and 
Amami-san recently. 


I wore my uniform today. I could wear more casual clothes, but I just wanted to look 
tidy for the visiting day. 


Also, since Umi and Amami-san had been teaching me about fashion, I’ve come to 
understand how lame my clothes looked on me. 


I waited at the restaurant’s entrance for a few minutes, before an expensive-looking 
car pulled up to the parking lot. I recognized the car, it was owned by my dad’s 
company. His subordinate who wasn’t Minato-san seemed to be driving him here. 


“Sorry, Maki. I’m a bit late.” 

“It’s okay, I just arrived. Do you have another job to do after this, dad?” 

“Something like that... I told them to spare me some time for today, but nope, they 
told me to take care of something that suddenly came up... Well, don’t worry about it, 
I got enough time for us to have a meal together.” 

We entered the restaurant and the waiter showed us a seat at the far end. The seat 
was placed behind a pillar and it seemed isolated. That was a good thing though, I 


didn’t want anyone to overhear what we were going to talk about. 


“Tm hungry, so let’s order some food first. What do you want to eat, Maki?” 
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“TII take the A5 wagyu beef steak, fried prawns and extra rice. For dessert, 
strawberry parfait sounds good...’ 


“You aren't holding back, are you? My shy Maki has grown...” 


“It’s been months since we last met, dad. I just wanna see the magic you wield with 
that credit card.” 


“Well, I haven't used it much these days... Might as well, huh?... Alright, we’re gonna 
eat a lot of food tonight.” 


Dad ordered a sirloin steak set. While waiting for the food to arrive, we prepared 
everything we needed from the drink and soup counter. 


“It’s been a week since I last saw you, Maki, but you seemed more mature than 
before.” 


“My weight increased, that’s all.” 


“Right. You used to be skinny. You still need to gain more weight though. Eat a lot of 
meat and you'll bulk up in no time.” 


“Tm not going to play any sports, I don’t need to get bigger...” 

He was the same old dad. He always acted cheerful in front of me. 
But I knew that there was a part of him that changed. 

...Well, before I bring that up, I should eat first. 

The food tasted really good. 


The meat was so juicy and it would be unfair to compare it to the meat I usually ate. 
The prawns were also delicious, hell, even the rice was tasty. 


If I had the money, I should bring Umi here. 
“Dad, may I ask you something?” 


“Hm?” 
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After I ate everything except the dessert, I decided to start a conversation. 


The question that I wanted to ask was the same question I had asked mom the other 
day. 


“Dad, do you still love mom?” 

“Why are you asking this?” 

“Tm just curious.” 

“Well, no, I don’t think I have those feelings toward her anymore...” 
He answered quickly. 


I knew my dad well. Sometimes he would hesitate, but once he made up his mind 
about something, he would be very clear about it. 


“I still respect her, of course. After all, she worked hard as both a wife to me anda 
mother to you, I really admired her. But, that doesn’t mean we can live together 
again.” 


“What about me then?” 


“That's a different story. Maki, you're my precious son. Do you know that we actually 
got into a huge fight to take custody of you?” 


In other words, both mom and dad were trying to take me with them. 


He still loved and cared for me, that feeling of him didn’t change, but he still chose to 
divorce mom... 


That was how bad their relationship turned, I guess... 
“Did you stop loving mom because of Minato-san, dad?...” 


I steeled my resolve and asked that. 
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His expression hardened, but it quickly returned to normal as he let out a heavy sigh. 
“So it really was you on Saturday...” 
“You noticed?” 


“Of course. No matter how hard you try to change your atmosphere, you're still my 
precious son. I would notice you from miles away.’ 


The reason why he didn’t call me out was probably because he was being 
considerate to Minato-san and Umi. 


I guess I underestimated him. 

“Then, what’s up with you and Minato-san, dad?” 

“Firstly, I swear to you that I only started seeing her outside of work after I divorced 
your mother. Before that I only treated her as a capable subordinate... And things 
happened...” 

According to him, they started dating around a month after the divorce. Dad didn’t 
announce that he was divorced or anything, but apparently Minato-san came to 
know about it by chance. She noticed the documents related to his divorce inside the 
general affairs department of their company. After that, she immediately confessed 
her feelings to him and after this and that, they got together. 

If this was truly the case then, there was nothing I could do about it. 


“Do you love Minato-san?” 


“Well, she had been working with me and she understood the hardships I’ve been 
through. Since six months ago, she has been supporting me with her all...” 


“So, you do love her...” 
“You can think of it like that, I don’t mind.” 
“Do you love her, or not? Which is it, dad?” 


“Jeez, yes, I love her” 
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It was unusual for him to make excuses like this. 

Why didn’t he just say it clearly? 

I had no intention to act selfishly and try to bring them both together. 
I just wanted to know the truth. 

Is he hiding something? He’s acting quite suspiciously. 

Is it about something related to Minato-san? Or is it something else? 
“Maki.” 

“Yes?” 


“Tve noticed it since I last saw you, but your hand feels really rough... You should put 
on some hand cream before you go to bed.” 


“Eh?” 
“Well, I have to go now, my subordinate is waiting for me. See you later, Maki.” 
“Wait, dad, I’m not done yet.” 


Just as I got up from my seat to hold my father back, a high-pitched scream echoed 
through the entire floor of the restaurant. 


What the hell?! Are you serious?! No way! 
“What?” 


Everyone, including myself, was looking at a female student who was dressed in a 
familiar high school uniform. 


“Nitta-san?” 
“Ugh, Rep? Why are you here?...” 
The girl was my classmate, Nitta-san. 
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CHAPTER 90 
UNEXPECTED MEETING 


Every item at this particular restaurant was expensive, so normally there wouldn't 
be students eating here at this hour. So seeing Nitta-san here was a surprise. 


“Your friend, Maki?” 

“Ah... Mm... Well, not really a friend, but she’s my classmate.” 

It was probably a coincidence that she was here. 

“What happened, Nitta-san? Why are you yelling?” 

“Ah... Uhm... Well... It’s just a small problem... My wallet...” 

“You didn’t bring enough money?” 

bevel G) sho clea Yes...” 

She nodded with a bitter look on her face. 

Her table was lined with drinks, snacks and desserts. Around this time of the day, 
each item in this restaurant would cost over 1,000 yen each. Seeing her table, the 
cost for everything would be at least around 4,000 yen. 

“I’m supposed to be with my boyfriend... He told me that he'll come here later so | 
should eat first and he’ll pay for it... He called me just now to tell me that he gota 
date with another girl...” 


“Ahh...” 


That’s right, she said that someone confessed to her at the cultural festival, so she 
was probably talking about that person. 


So that person cheated on her, huh? 
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She looked so excited when she was talking about her love life back then, poor girl... 


“I have around 1,000 yen with me, but I got so excited from eating that I lost 
myself...” 


Now I understand why she was yelling. Well, she brought it on herself for believing a 
mere verbal promise and getting carried away like that. 


“Have you contacted your parents?” 
“They are working... I tried to call them, but neither of them picked up my calls...” 
“Then, what about calling your friends?...” 


“Rep, if you were in my position, would you beg your friends for money?...” 


If I were in her position, I could ask Umi for help and she would probably be willing 
to help me, but begging for money like that would be lame. 


“How much do you need?” 

“Eh? Uhm... Around 3,000 yen... But, uncle... Uhm?...” 

“I am this boy’s father. Thank you for always taking care of my son.” 
“H-Huh?... Maehara-kun’s?... N-No, I mean, it’s my pleasure...” 

Dad seemed to have heard everything. He was holding 3,000 yen in his hand. 
“Dad, are you going to pay for her?” 


“Well, if we leave her like this, it would get messier. If she’s a stranger, I wouldn't 
care, but she’s your classmate, right? It wouldn't be right for me to ignore her.’ 


Right, if we left her alone, the police might get involved in this and if that happened, 
she might be suspended or even expelled. 


She brought this upon herself, but I still wanted to help her if possible. 
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“B-But, wouldn't it be a bother to Maehara-san?” 


“Then, just treat it as a loan. You can pay back the money to my son later. I don’t 
really care even if you don’t return the money though.” 


“U-Um...” 
Nitta-san glanced at me. 


I guess she had enough common sense to be hesitant instead of accepting his offer 
right away. 


“Nitta-san, just standing around doing nothing wouldn't make money magically 
appear in your wallet. You don't need to be reserved, it’s the best thing you could do 


in this kind of situation.” 


“Alright... My parents said that they’re going to be really busy today, so I don’t 
know when I will be able to contact them...” 


The restaurant wouldn't care about who pays for what as long as they received the 
money. To prove this, the waiter was watching us from a distance without trying to 
interfere. 

“I’m sorry, may I trouble you then, Maehara-san? I’m sorry again...’ 

“Don't worry, I don’t mind.” 

Dad was about to pull his card out of his wallet. 

“TIl pay for her, dad. You just pay for ours.” 


I grabbed his wrist. 


“What are you talking about? This much money wouldn't be a bother to me... 
Besides, you don't have that much money with you, right?” 


“Mom gave me enough money for it, so I can pay for her. Besides, I don’t need money 
at the moment, she can pay me back later... You’re fine with this right, Nitta-san?” 


“Uhm... I don’t mind since I'll be returning the money to you either way...” 
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“So she said.” 


I immediately called the waiter and paid Nitta-san’s bill. Since I got leftover money 
from last week’s date and the money mom gave me today, I had enough to pay for it. 


Well, the budget for our Christmas party would be reduced, but it wasn’t a big deal. I 
just needed to be more creative. 


“Maki, you...” 

“Nitta-san is my friend, so it’s natural that I’ll lend her a hand... Dad, you're pretty 
much a stranger to me at this point, so you shouldn't really meddle with a stranger's 
business like that...” 


We might be related by blood, but we haven't lived together for a whole year. 


Our earlier conversation convinced me that he had no intention of getting back 
together with mom. The scenes in our family album would never return. 


Because that was the case, mom would be my only family now. I’m grateful to him, 
but since he has Minato-san already, he should be focusing on taking care of his new 
family instead of me. 

I’m sure that Minato-san would hate it if mom and I lingered in his mind. 

“Let's go, Nitta-san.” 

“Are you sure? Is your dad okay?...” 

“Td appreciate it if you didn’t pry.” 

“Well, from your conversations, I kinda figured out everything anyway...” 


In exchange for that, I won't tell anyone about her predicament. As for the money, 
she could pay me back whenever she wanted to. 


“Dad, can I ask you one last question?” 


“What is it?” 
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“Do you like Minato-san?” 

After a short silence, he turned his gaze away from me. 

“You will understand everything when the time comes, Maki...” 

“If that’s your answer then, fine. Goodbye.” 

I left the family restaurant with Nitta-san. 

I have always loved my dad. I wanted to be like him, he was my role model. 

But today, he looked more pathetic than any adult I had ever seen in my entire life. 


I don’t want to be like him anymore. 


“What is it?” 

“Things seemed rough for you, huh?” 

“I know, right?” 

Nitta-san and I hurried home under this dark, cold night. 


For the first time in my life, I resented my father. 
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CHAPTER 91 
DREAM 


That night, I had a dream. 


I dreamt of our old house. I was dressed in my school uniform, surrounded by four 
adults. 


Two of them were my dad and mom, glaring at each other. Next to them were two 
people I didn’t know, dressed in suits. 


Tm his mother, so I'll be taking him with me!’ 
Tm his father, I could provide him with everything he needs, I'll be taking him with me!’ 


‘You'll prioritize your job over him, what’s the point? You'll end up abandoning him 
when he needs you the most!’ 


‘I could say the same to you. Without money, what can you do for him? This matter isn’t 
a joke, you know?’ 


Both of them were arguing in front of me, who stood by myself beside the table. 

By the way, this wasn’t a memory from my past or anything. Every discussion they 
had regarding the divorce was held outside our home, and I was never present at any 
of those discussions. 


The scene I was seeing now was merely a dream. 


This probably happened because of the conversation I had with my dad. Still, having 
this kind of dream at times like this... 


‘Without me, he will—’ 


‘No, without me—’ 
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Inside the dream, both my dad and mom seemed to be fighting to take custody of me, 
to the point that they would concede their alimony, property divisions and other 
divorce-related arrangements. 

As I watched them arguing, my turn to make a decision eventually came. 

“Who do you want to go with, Maki?” 

They asked me at the same time. 

‘You'll go with your mother, right?’ 

‘You'll go with your father, right?’ 

“Ugh...” 

The two people in suits pushed me for an answer that I failed to give out. 
Rather, I couldn’t decide. 


Dad and mom might be strangers now, but both their blood runs in my veins. 


My mom was kind and my dad was cool. I’m proud of both of them and I love both of 
them. 


I can’t choose one or the other. 


But now both of them are divorced. I’ve seen them arguing a lot of times and I had to 
pretend to be asleep in my room whenever they did that. 


A trial was held and a bunch of adults I didn’t know involved themselves in this case. 


I was a kid back then, but I knew that even if I tried to be selfish, I wouldn't be able to 
change anything. 


‘Maki!’ 
‘Maki...’ 
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I looked at both of their faces. 


“PI follow along with whatever you decide, mom, dad 


» 


way... 
I don’t care. 
That wasn’t something I wanted to say... 


But that was the only thing I managed to say... 


* x x 
|!” 


“Haa- 


I woke up from my dream. 


... I don’t really care either 


Maybe because I had a nightmare, my whole body felt hot, my heart was pounding 


and I was drenched in sweat. 
I took a deep breath to calm myself. 


“It’s still midnight...” 


It felt like a long dream, but my phone showed that it was barely past midnight. 


After parting from Nitta-san at the station, I quickly went home and straight to bed 


after changing my clothes. 


That happened around 10 p.m., so I had only been asleep for around two hours. 


I noticed missed call icons on my screen. 
[11.01 Asanagi Umi] 
[11.10 Asanagi Umi] 


[11.22 Asanagi Umi] 
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[11.30 Asanagi Umi] 

[11.39 Asanagi Umi] 

[11.53 Asanagi Umi] 

“Whoops...” 

Seeing the missed calls from Umi woke me up. 


I was mentally exhausted after talking with my dad and it seemed like I forgot my 
promise to call her after everything was done. 


I immediately sent her a text. 

[Maehara: Sorry, Umi.] 

[Maehara: Are you awake?] 

Bzzt! 

“Woah!” 

The moment I sent that, my phone immediately vibrated. 

For some reason, I felt an intense emotion coming from my phone. 
Umi was probably angry at me. 

“U-Um...” 

{.. Idiot... } 

“Sorry... I fell asleep as soon as I got home... I broke my promise, sorry...” 


{It’s fine, you're calling me right now anyway... But, jeez, you really fell asleep? What 
about your father? What happened?} 


“Everything went as planned. I ordered the most expensive food, asked him about 
Minato-san and gave him a piece of my mind, that’s all.” 
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I wasn't lying. Though he didn’t answer all my questions. 
I told Umi about his relationship with Minato-san. 


The fact that their relationship happened after the divorce and how she was 
supporting him as both his subordinate and lover. 


Maybe they had started a new family back at my old home. 


{I see. Well, I expected as much. I mean, if it was an affair, your mom wouldn't let him 
off the hook that easily.} 


Right. If it was an affair, mom would completely cut him off and would never allow 
him to see me at all. 


“Anyway, that’s that. I don’t want to bother them anymore, just let them live their 
lives.” 


{Well, I wanna give your dad a piece of my mind... } 
“Let's do that if we meet him again.” 


By the way, my relationship with Umi’s will continue as usual. There would be plenty 
of opportunities for us to seal the deal anyway. 


I could confess to her next Friday when we'll be alone at my house or on Christmas, 
there’s no need to rush. 


“Well, it’s late already, sorry for calling you this late, Umi. Good night...” 
{Mm... Good night, Maki, have a good dream... } 

“You too.” 

After I hung up, I put my phone away and collapsed into my bed. 
“Everything will be fine...” 


I wiped the sweat from my forehead with my sleeve before I got lost in my thoughts. 
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Mom and dad’s relationship is pretty much finished. Dad acted strangely today, but it 
was certain that they won't get together ever again. 


Thinking about them is pointless, so I should just think about myself. 
I still have Umi, Amami-san, Nozomu and other people who care about me. 
Instead of moping about my parents, I should think on how to have fun with them. 


I tried to go back to sleep, but I failed since the previous nightmare kept haunting me 
for the rest of the night. 
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CHAPTER 92 
SURPRISING EVENT 


After the sleepless weekend, the final exams continued. 
“Phew... Everything should be okay for the time being...” 


I felt tired because I hadn't slept much, but I still had to do my best studying for the 
exam. 


I splashed more cold water on my face than normal to wake myself up. It kind of 
worked, but I still felt a little sleepy, but I should be fine. 


For now, I need to concentrate on what’s in front of me. 

“Good morning, Maki.” 

“Good morning, mom. You're making breakfast? Aren’t you gonna be late?” 

When I came back to the living room, I saw mom in the kitchen, making breakfast. 
This was an unusual sight, normally she would just take a piece of bread, some milk 


and immediately run out of the house. 


“Well, I’ve been leaving all the housework to you lately, so I wanna show off some of 
my motherly power a little. Alright, everything’s ready.’ 


Rice, miso soup with tofu and wakame seaweed and fried eggs. They were dishes 
that mom previously taught me. 


I quickly placed some of them into my mouth. It had been a while since I ate her 
cooking, everything tasted better than usual. 


“How is it? It’s been a while since you've eaten my cooking, right?” 


“It’s not bad...” 
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“Tm glad that you like it.” 

The two of us munched on our rice while facing each other. 

I kinda missed the time when we ate together like this. Umi had been visiting us 
often these days, so the days when just the two of us eating breakfast together like 


this were quite rare. 


I wanted to spend more time with her, but I knew I shouldn't be greedy. She had to 
work to support us. 


Besides, when she was working hard, she looked really cool. 
“Maki.” 

“Mm?” 

“I decided to take some time off work.” 

“Eh?” 


She was smoking her cigarette on the balcony when she told me this. It was after we 
finished breakfast. 


It was unbelievable. She was someone who always overworked herself. She never 
took a vacation, never took a day off, and she worked through the weekend like it 
was nothing. And now she said she wanted to take some time off work. 

Now I understand why she decided to make breakfast today. 

“You're taking some time off work, mom? Really?” 

“Yes. I won't lie to you about something like this.” 

“For how long?” 


“Around two or three months... Maybe more...” 


“..Mom, are you okay? You aren't sick, right?” 
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“No, I’m perfectly healthy... Well, if I keep working like this, it would be really bad for 
my health, so I need to tone it down a little, or so they said. They also told me to 
smoke less.” 


Well, if she consulted a doctor about her lifestyle, I think every doctor would say the 
same. 


But still, she wasn’t the kind of person to suddenly change her mind about things like 
this, did something happen? 


Does she have an illness that I’m not aware of?... No, no way that’s the case. It’s her 
we're talking about, she wouldn’t hide such things from me. 


“My decision was really sudden, so the company didn’t take it very well... But 
anyway, that’s why I'll be the one doing the housework from now on. Sorry for 
making you do everything prior to this, Maki.” 

“You don’t need to be sorry, mom, it’s not a bother or anything...” 


I don’t really care about the chores, but what about the money? 


If she’s going to be absent for two or three months, then for that period of time, she 
won't receive any salary. 


“Of course, you don't have to worry about money. I have enough money saved, if you 
need money for your dates with Umi, you can ask me anytime.” 


“Ah... Mm...” 


The money she received from dad because of the divorce shouldn't be small, but if 
we were to keep spending, it won't last. 


... probably should start looking for a part-time job or something. 


“Alright, I’m going to clean the house today. Maki, if you have something I’m not 
supposed to see, make sure to hide it in your drawer properly~” 


“I-I don’t have anything like that!” 


Well, I do, but I kept it in my flash drive. 


traitorAIZEN 160 | 243 


After that, we spent some time together until it was time for me to go to school. But 
my mom’s face looked much less energetic than usual. 


After finishing my exams on Monday and Tuesday, I finally decided to talk to Umi 
about mom’s condition. It was after school after we escorted Amami-san back home. 


“Well, I think your mom worked too hard, so it’s great that she’s taking a break... But 
that means we won't be able to hang out freely like usual, huh?” 


Right. 


It’s great that mom is able to take a break, but it’s hard to hang out like usual when 
she’s around the house. She is my mom, but to Umi, she’s her friend’s mother, 
nothing more. 


Normally, we would play games while eating pizza on the floor or read manga while 
eating snacks. We would leave crumbs all over the place like a pair of elementary 
school kids. Of course I cleaned everything up when Umi went back home, but I don’t 
think mom will be amused to see us doing that in front of her. 


Sure, mom gave us permission to do whatever we wanted, but Umi had enough 
common sense to behave when mom was around. 


“So, what are we gonna do this week? Hang out at my home like usual or something 
else?” 


“Mm~ I don’t mind either of them... Huh?... Ah, wait a second, my mom’s calling me... 
Hello? What is it, mom?” 


While Umi was talking with Sora-san on the phone, I tried to come up with 
something. 


As our relationship progressed, our weekends recently had become the time for us 
to sneak off together. It was something we originally did to help Umi deal with her 
mental exhaustion. 


Since I had been bothering Umi with the matter of exams and my dad, I wanted to do 
something to ease her mind a little. 
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Is there a place for her to spend her time without worrying? 
“Ah... Well, I don’t think it'll be a problem... Pll ask him about it, bye.” 
“That took a while. What’s up?” 


“Nothing, really... Just... My mom invited you for dinner this Friday, Maki. Do you 
want to go?” 


“Eh?” 

“My dad will be there too.” 
“No.” 

I said that almost reflexively. 


“What do you mean ‘no’?... Mom had been talking about you back at home... Dad 
wants to see your face at least once.” 


“No-” 
“Don't give me that.” 


With that said, a rather surprising event came up right before Christmas. I knew this 
would come sooner or later, but I didn’t expect it would be so soon. 


...Maybe I should worry about my own life before worrying about my family’s 
situation. 
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CHAPTER 93 
THE STUDENT COUNCIL PRESIDENT 


“Ah, I see. The time has finally come, huh, Maki-kun? Good luck.” 
Amami-san said so after hearing about our plans for next Friday. 
Normally, she would react like this. 

‘Woah, that sounds fun! I wanna go with you two!’ 


But this time, there was no sign of excitement in her voice. It was really unusual for 
her, the girl who clung to Umi whenever she could, to act like this. 


This made me grow incredibly worried. 


“All right, Maki, let’s practice dogeza properly. If your dogeza form is perfect, I’m sure 
even her dad would be hesitant to chop your head off.” 


“I haven't done anything wrong though... Should I practice how to rub my head on 
the floor properly too?” 


“Ah, good idea! That’s a good way to show your sincerity.” 
“Oi, you two idiots! Come here quickly!” 


My dogeza training with Nozomu was interrupted by Umi, who was staring at us 
with disdain. 


“We're just going to have dinner at my home! Nothing bad will happen! My dad isn’t 
scary, he won't yell at you or anything! He doesn’t even talk much at home, right, 
Yuu?” 


“Yeah, Daichi-san isn’t scary.’ 


“See? The one Yuu’s afraid of is my brother, Riku.” 
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“Riku? Your brother? Umi, you have a brother?” 
“Don't just erase him from your memory like that!” 
It seemed like Amami-san couldn't handle Riku-san quite well. 


But anyway, since Daichi-san wanted to meet me, that meant Riku-san would be 
there as well. I wonder what kind of person Riku-san is? 


“Umi, why does Amami-san hate Riku-san so much?” 


“Well, you see, he liked her a bit too much, love at first sight, he said. Whenever Yuu 
came, he would come out from his room and creep her out even though normally he 
was a complete shut-in.” 


“Him being a shut-in aside, could you be more specific about what he did toward 
Amami-san?” 


“He would observe her all day long like a stalker, or crawl to her whenever he sees 


» 


her. 
“I tried to bear with it, I really did...” 


I heard that Riku-san was a former self-defense officer like Daichi-san (though he 
was a cadet), so the whole stalking thing might be occupational hazard, but the 
whole crawling thing sounded so creepy. 


It was understandable that Amami-san would be uncomfortable around him. 


“But still, Maki, I envy you. You’re gonna have dinner in Asanagi’s house this week 
and next week, you're going to the Christmas party together with her too... I’m stuck 
with my sister. She just forced her work on me... Ugh, I hate it...” 


“I won't be coming to the party, man, I didn’t apply for it... Wait, your sister? You have 
a sister?” 


“Yeah, Seki Tomoo, she’s the student council president... Wait, you don’t know? I’m 
pretty sure I mentioned her when | introduced myself... She was still the vice- 
president back then though...” 
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Umi, Amami-san and I looked at each other. Yeah, no way we could remember how 
his introduction went. 


“Seriously? Maki, you met her before too. She was the one who gave you the winner 
certificate back at the school festival.” 


“Look, I was nervous at that time. I don’t even remember her face.” 


I’m familiar with her name at least. I’m aware that she has the same last name as 
Nozomu, but I had no idea that they were siblings. 


“Anyway, let’s get back to the topic! Maki, you said you aren't going to the party?” 
“Nope... Well, I was thinking about going, but you know...” 

Honestly, if I were still a loner, I wouldn't even think of going because there would be 
nothing for me to enjoy if I were to go. But since I befriended Umi and Amami-san 
now, I could have fun with both of them during the party. 

“I see. Alright, let me talk to my sister and make her reserve a spot for you.” 


“Huh? Is that even allowed?” 


“Who knows, but there should be a few cancellations, she could probably arrange 
things for you.” 


If I recall correctly, it was our student council who arranged this event. Since the 
president was Nozomu’s sister... Yeah, she probably could secure me a spot if I were 
to ask her. Oh nepotism. 


“Besides, I’ll be more comfortable going with you compared to my usual group... 
What do you two think?” 


“Well, it’s not like I got any plans during the party, so Maki being there will bea 
godsend to me... What about you, Yuu?” 


“Same. Also, if we were to go through the backdoor like this, won't the president ask 


us to help out with things behind-the-scenes? I’ve never done anything like that, it 
sounds interesting!” 
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The two of them had no objections, so all four of us decided to go to the student 
council room to meet the president. 


“Nozomu, you...” 

The president was having lunch by herself inside the student council room. When 
she heard her brother’s request, she rubbed her temple with an exasperated look on 
her face. 

Seki Tomoo. A sophomore, from class 2-11 (Class 11 was a special class that focused 
on nurturing students that planned on going to a university). It was the first time 
that I could take a closer look at her. Like her brother, she was tall. She had long hair 


that was tied into a ponytail. 


She looked exasperated, but that didn’t decrease her beauty. In fact, Umi was holding 
me tightly in secret to prevent me from getting closer to her. 


“I know it’s a bit sudden, but can we?” 


“Well, there are a few vacant spots since some people canceled, so, technically, I can 
let him in...” 


“Oh, that’s great! Now, let’s add Maki’s name to the list!” 
“Oi, you idiot, listen to me when I’m talking, I’m not done yet.” 
The president lightly tapped Nozomu’s forehead with a file in her hand. 


Now I saw the dynamic between their relationship. The president would be ‘the 
strict older sister’ while Nozomu would be ‘the mischievous younger brother’. 


Though, I heard from Nozomu that she was ‘a demonic slave driver’. She didn’t look 
like it, but there should be more to her than meets the eye, right? 


“Alright, you're... Maehara-kun, right? First of all, thank you for befriending my 


brother. As his sister, I was concerned about his choice in friends, so having an 
earnest boy like you by his side eases my mind a little bit.” 
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“Don't mind it... Um... Sorry for the inconvenience, asking to participate all of a 
sudden...” 


“Right... Well, you see, we were prepared for people who canceled their 
participation, but since those people paid with their money upfront, we can’t really 
accept new participants.” 


For this kind of party, normally people would make a list of participants in advance 
and give those people on the list their invitations. This was to prevent outsiders from 
entering the party without permission. 

Even if I were to insist on paying now, since the list was already made, it seemed like 
it would be impossible for me to apply since that meant they would need to update 
the list. Normally, this wouldn't be a problem, but since they were inviting students 


from another school, things wouldn't be that simple. 


“No way... Am I going to be labeled as the guy who spends his Christmas with his 
sister?... My social-life is ruined...” 


“What did I just say? Listen to me properly, I haven't finished talking yet. I’ve never 
said that he couldn't participate.” 


“Then-!” 

“Yeah, adding him to the list of participants is a no-no, but we in the student council 
are short-handed. He can participate, but he has to help our work. This means he 
won't be able to participate in the events and stuff, but he'll still be able to eat the 
food during the break time.” 

In other words, she'll allow me to participate under this condition. 

“Thank you, President...” 

“Sorry, this is all I can do for you... Dumping you with work like this...” 

“It’s fine. Just being able to participate is enough for me.” 


Now I could spend my Christmas with Umi. 


“Aren't you glad, Umi?” 
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“What are you on about?” 


Also, both Umi and Amami-san are going to dress up on that day, aren't they? I’m 
looking forward to that. 


“Alright, I’m going to explain your workloads. All four of you should take a seat.” 
“Yes, President.” 

“Kay.” 
“Mkay~ C’mon, Umi, sit down!” 


“W-Wait... Jeez...” 


The workload seemed to be heavy, but at the same time it seemed fun to do. This 
would distract me, so I liked it. 


I hoped everything would go well on Christmas... 
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CHAPTER 94 
ONCE AGAIN, ASANAGP’S FAMILY (1) 


Trouble always came at inconvenient times. 
After school, after I parted with Umi and went home, I was inside my room. 
“Umi told me to wear something appropriate... But what should I wear?” 


Since Umi would be waiting for me in her roomwear, I don’t think I should wear the 
same clothes I wore back when we went on a date. 


In the end I decided to wear a pair of jeans, a gray hoodie and a black jacket. Mom 
bought me a new pair of shoes for me recently, so I’m going to wear them. 


“Tm sorry about my son... No, no, it’s fine, he seems energetic after all...” 


After I finished getting dressed, I heard mom’s excited voice. She was probably 
talking with Sora-san on the phone. 


What was she so excited about, I wonder? I’m just going to stay for dinner. 
“Yes. Then, I'll leave him in your care. Good bye.” 
“You don't need to call her for every single thing, mom...” 


“Right, but this is just for formality, you know? Besides, I’ve been wanting to talk 
with Sora-san again for a while now.” 


Her voice sounded excited when she was on the phone, but when she hung up, her 
face turned gloomy. She looked listless. I’ve been seeing a pile of cigarette butts 
inside the ashtray lately. 


“Mom?” 


“What is it? Do you wanna stay over at Umi’s house? Then-” 
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“Did dad say something to you?” 
Hearing that, her face instantly turned serious. 


“What are you talking about? There isn’t any-” 


a ow 
ann 


“I knew it, he said something to you.” 


I wasn't planning to ask her about this, but seeing her like this, I felt like I had to do 
it. 


I mean, she took a break from work right after I met with Dad last weekend without 
telling me beforehand. It was kinda obvious that this happened because of Dad. 


“Mm... Your dad found out about my job... And he got mad at me...” 


Apparently Mom had been keeping Dad in the dark about her work situation. About 
her overworking herself and how she made me do all the chores. 


He found out about it after meeting me and touching my hand. 
I remembered that the last time we met, he told me something about taking care of 
my hand or something. As expected of him though, he could notice small details like 


this. 


“But dad should have known that if you didn’t work that hard, we wouldn't be able to 
live comfortably like this, right?...” 


a » 
ann 


She didn’t respond to me. 
Don't tell me... 


“Mom?” 
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“Im sorry, Maki... Actually, your dad gave me enough money every month for us to 
get by... I don’t actually need to work...” 


“Then, why did you?...” 


“Tve never touched your dad’s money. I was determined to raise you by myself, using 
my own money. Besides, the work kept my mind off of him...” 


Things were going well for her and then Dad and I happened to run into each other. 
The visiting day gave him enough time to roughly figure out our condition. 


After we parted, maybe he immediately contacted Mom about it. 

Mom refused to tell me the details aside from ‘he used rather strong words’, but from 
her reaction, those words seemed to hurt her. After that, she decided to take a break 
from her work. 

“Tm sorry, Maki. I’ve been hiding everything from you... And because of me, you've 
been lonely... But I'll try to change... From now on, everything will be alright... Me, 
your father and you will never be together again, but I'll always be at your side, 
Maki...” 


“Are you okay with that, Mom?” 


“Mhm. I love my job, but you’re much more important to me, Maki... I'll gladly quit 
my job if it means that you'll stay by my side.” 


She let out a weak laugh. 
She must have had her own anxiety about everything. 
But still... 


“Tve always admired you, mom... I love seeing you working hard, you look really 
cool...” 


“Thank you, Maki. Then, after you graduate from college and get married to Umi, Pl 


get back to my work. Oh, if you want to get married earlier, I’m okay with it too. Will 
you marry her after you graduate from high school?” 
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“What are you talking about, mom?” 


Yeah, sure, she gave me the okay, but I don’t think her family will also give me the 
Okay. 


Also, for some reason she seemed certain that I’m going to marry Umi in the future. 
...We aren't even lovers yet... 


“Now, now, let’s stop talking about this. Here’s some snacks, I got them from work. 
Give them to Sora-san, okay?” 


“Got it, but...’ 

“Now, now, you should leave quickly. You're going to make them wait.” 
“I got it, I got it... Then, I’m off...” 

I got kicked out of the house, but I wonder if she’s going to be alright? 
This night will be a long one... 


* KO 


I’ve recognized the path to Umi’s house since I’ve been dropping her off at her home 
recently, but this was the second time that I actually stepped inside. The first time 
was back when she stayed over at my house. 


“Since today is cold, we’re going to have a hot pot for dinner. Do you have a food that 
you dislike, Maki?” 


“Ah, I’ll eat anything.” 
“Alright, then, l'll leave my carrots to you.” 
“I don’t mind, but it’s good for you, you should eat some of them at least.” 


I passed through the gate while chatting with Umi. She was waiting for me near the 
railroad. 
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I heard the sound of the gate closing. There’s no turning back. 


As soon as I entered the front door, Sora-san immediately greeted me, dressed in an 
apron. 


“My, welcome, Maki-kun. Sorry to make you come all the way here today. Don’t be 
shy, come here.” 


“Please don't be sorry... Um... Excuse me...” 


When I entered the house, the atmosphere inside the house felt different than the 
last time I came here. 


At the front door, I saw a pair of shoes. They were 1.5 times bigger than mine. They 
looked worn, but there was no dirt on them, the owner must have taken care of 
them. The owner of the said shoes should be Daichi-san. 

Since his shoes were there, that meant he was inside. 

“Maki, are you okay? You don't look too good...” 

“Tm fine... Gulp... Maybe...” 

I took a deep breath before entering the living room. 

The thing that I should do first would be greeting him, right? If I make a good 
impression on him, he would probably think twice before deciding to cut my head 
off... right? 

“Excuse me-!” 

“Ugh!” 

“Whoa!” 


When I was about to say my greeting, something suddenly blocked my view. 


That something was bearing a certain amount of force. It bumped into me and I fell 
down because of it. 
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“Maki, are you okay? Did you get hurt?” 

“Ah... Yeah, I’m fine. I was just surprised...” 

I stood up, taking Umi’s hand. When I turned my gaze ahead, I saw him, a tall man. 
He looked young and he was wearing a sweatshirt... This should be Riku-san. 


“Brother? You should notice that a guest is trying to enter the room, right? Why are 
you trying to leave the room?” 


“I want to take a piss, you stupid little sister” 

“Huh? Don't call me stupid! Besides, you just went there a while ago!” 

“I drank too much coffee...” 

Riku-san glanced at me as he walked past me toward the direction of the toilet. 
“Umm... I’m Maehara, nice to meet you...” 


“Ahh... Mm...” 


His reaction seemed... lackluster... I was expecting a more stereotypical reaction like 
‘How dare you lay your hand on my sister!’, but I guess this was okay too. 


That was my first contact with Riku-san. 

“Jeez, that guy... Ah, Dad, this is him.” 

“Mm. Maki-kun, you should sit down.” 

I obeyed Sora-san’s words and sat on the sofa. 

“Nice to meet you, Maehara-kun. My name is Daichi. Umi’s father.” 
“N-Nice to meet you... I’m Maehara...” 


As soon as I faced Daichi-san, I tensed up. 


traitorAIZEN 174 | 243 


CHAPTER 95 
ONCE AGAIN, ASANAGTIS FAMILY (2) 


Big. He was so big. 


This might be rude, but he lived up to his name. That was my first impression of 
Daichi-san. (T/N: Daichi (X#), X is the kanji for ‘big? for reference, #4 is the kanji for 
‘earth’ as in the ground) 


I was aware that he was big and tall from the family photos that Umi had shown me 
before, but seeing him directly like this gave me a different impression than those 
photos. 


“.-Maehara-kun... First of all, let me express my thanks for visiting us during this 
time of the year... Also, thank you for getting along well with my daughter...” 


“N-No... Um... Umi... N-No I shouldn’t-” 
“You can call her the same way you normally call her. My daughter is in high school 
already, so it’s not surprising that she would get along with a member of the 


opposite gender.” 


Umi told me about his serious personality, but he went beyond serious, his face 
didn’t even move a muscle. 


And since he kept his eyes on me, I felt some kind of pressure emanating from him. 
I felt like a frog being stared at by a snake. 


“Jeez, darling! If you keep your serious face like that, of course Maki-kun will be 
scared! C’mon, show him your smile 


» 
! 


“W-What are you doing in front of our guest?...” 


“Mom’s right though. Maki and I are gonna be friends for a while, so you should try 
to get along with him, Dad. You won't see him often too, so you should take this 
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chance to get closer!” 

“You make a good point, but we should take it slow-” 

“Umi~ Can you help me persuade this stone-faced old man~?” 
“Yes~” 

” 


“Mrgh... S-Stop it, you two 


Sora-san and Umi immediately began massaging... or rather, squishing Daichi-san’s 
face. 


Daichi-san tried to shake them off, but he was pretty much at the mercy of the two 
women of the Asanagi family. 


I guess this was why they got along well. 

Our physiques might be different, but I saw myself in Daichi-san. 

“Maehara-kun, pardon me, these two-” 

“Darling, it isn’t Maehara-kun. It’s Maki-kun, okay?” 

“M-Maki-kun...” 

Watching this, I instantly recognized the power balance inside the Asanagi Family. 


I got the wrong idea since she had been treating me well since the first time we 
met... 


[Sora-san >>>>>>> Umi >> Daichi-san >> Riku-san]. That was the power balance in 
this family. 


“Um... Sora-san... Umi... Daichi-san seems to be troubled... I think it’s okay to stop 
now, l'll do my best to talk more casually with him...” 


“You can stop now, Umi.” 
“Okay~” 
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Umi moved away from Daichi-san. 


“Cough... I’m sorry that you have to see my embarrassing side, Maki-kun. Well, our 
house is normally like this...” 


“Hehe... It’s interesting, isn’t it?” 
“R-Right...” 
I’m glad that Sora-san is on my side. 


Maybe because I properly showed my sincerity back when we first met, she took a 
liking to me. 


“Mom, let’s stop messing around, I’m hungry.” 

“Right, now that the introduction is done, we should eat. Darling, can you call our 
son over? That child said that he’s going to the toilet, but in reality he’s just running 
away isn’t he?” 


“M-Mm...” 


Ah, right, it had been around ten minutes since Riku-san went to the toilet. Well, I 
guess he felt uncomfortable seeing me, a stranger inside his house. 


Daichi-san then called him over the phone from the living room. 
“Riku, come down.” 

bes Yesu] 

Riku-san immediately obeyed him. 


As expected, Daichi-san is scary. 


After adding another chair to the table, the dinner began. 


I was worried whether I would be able to finish my meal or not due to my 
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nervousness, but the aroma rising from the pot assured me that my hunger was 
stronger than my nervousness. 


Also, I ended up eating on Umi and Sora-san’s side. This was because there was no 
space left on the other side. Daichi-san and Riku-san were big after all. 


“Mom?” 
“What is it, Umi?” 
“Why is Maki sitting here, again?” 


I thought I was going to sit in the corner, but Sora-san made me sit between her and 
Umi. 


“Hm? Well, we haven't received any guests in a while, right? Since it’s a special 
occasion, we should treat him well~” 


“T-Then, I’ll-” 

“You'll what, Umi? Are you thinking of monopolizing Maki-kun?” 

“As expected, that’s what you’re aiming for, huh, Mom?!” 

“Of course~ It’s been a while since I last took care of a boy his age after all~ Riku’s 
rebellious phase started early and ended late, so I couldn't spoil him as much as I 
wanted. Now if I try to feed him, it feels like I’m feeding an old man. On the other 


hand, Maki-kun is cute, he’s polite too. I just want to spoil him rotten~” 


When I thought about it, I could see why Umi liked me so much. I guess she shared 
the same taste as her mom. 


“Mom, Umi.” 


“Hehe, your Dad is getting impatient, so let’s leave it at this. Don’t worry, Umi, I'll let 
you feed Maki-kun as much as you want~” 


“I-I wouldn't do that! What are you saying, mom?!” 


Umi bit into the meat in front of her. Her face was red like a tomato. She seemed to be 
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focusing on her meal, but she would give me some of the better part of the food from 
time to time. She knew that I'll act reserved in situations like this, so I’m thankful for 
her thoughtfulness. 


“Ah, right! Maki, do you wanna play a game after dinner? I bought the new expansion 
of the game we've always played.” 


“Huh, really? Sure, why not. The new expansion is too expensive for me... I’ve been 
wanting to play it...” 


“Alright, we'll borrow my brother’s room after dinner, okay?” 


“Why are you saying that you'll intrude into my room casually? I need some space to 
hang out with my friends, you know?” 


“In the meantime, you should visit Hello Work.” (T/N: Hello Work is an employment 
service center. If you've played Yakuza 7, it’s the place where you can change your job) 


“Even if I go there, will there be work available at this hour?” 

“You should try to check it out online first, right, Dad?” 

When Umi called out to Daichi-san, Riku-san’s body froze. 

“Riku, next Monday, go there.” 

“G-Got it...” 

The atmosphere between the four seemed relaxing even though the content of the 
conversation was not. It was probably because the four of them got along well with 
each other. Daichi-san who looked strict but was actually quite gentle, Sora-san who 
always had a smile on her face, Riku-san who was surprisingly earnest and Umi, who 
kept the balance between the four of them. 

All of them seemed to be enjoying themselves on the dinner table. 


Seeing them like this, I felt warmth inside my chest. 


“Jeez. Sorry, Maki, you came all the way here and had to listen to all this nonsense-” 
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When their conversation came to a close, Umi turned her head toward me and after 
seeing me, her expression froze. 


“Umi? What's wrong? Is there something on my face?” 
“No, but... Maki, are you alright?” 

“Eh?” 

A moment later, a drop of water dropped on the table. 
My tears... 


Seeing them made me remember my childhood, back when everything was fine... 
Back when my family was still together... 
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CHAPTER 96 
ONCE AGAIN, ASANAGP’S FAMILY (3) 


The moment I realized that I was crying, everything became clear to me. 

I had unresolved feelings about my family. 

Accept everything that happened? Of course I couldn't do that. 

I don’t want you two to get divorced. I want the three of us to be together forever... ’ 
I couldn't say those words out loud. Not in reality, nor in my dreams. 


For dad’s sake. For mom’s sake. For the sake of living a peaceful life. I had been 
making excuses and lying to myself. 


I wasn't envious of Umi’s family. 


What I felt was regret. The regret of not being able to see this kind of scene with my 
family ever again... 


“Tm sorry, I didn’t mean to...” 


But still, my timing was bad. I tried to wipe the tears away with my sleeve, but that 
action was counterproductive. My tears didn’t stop, instead they flowed even faster. 


Daichi-san, Sora-san and Riku-san seemed perplexed. The three of them didn’t 
understand what was happening to me. After all, we had been having a good time 
and suddenly this happened. 


Umi understood what was going on, but she seemed to be at a loss. 
“Maki, take this first, and-” 


“T-Thank you, Umi... But, sorry, I think I need to get some air and cool off my head 
first...” 
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“Maki!” 


I took the tissues that Umi gave me before shaking her off and ran out of the room. I 
put on my shoes and left Umi’s house. 


What the hell am I doing, even? I just ran aimlessly, not even heading home. I knew 
that people would be troubled by my actions, but I did it anyway. 


“Seriously, what the hell am I doing?... They were treating me nicely but I went ahead 
and did all this...” 


I wanted to become Umi's lover, yet I showed her family my unsightly side like this. 
It was embarrassing, shameful, lame and disgusting. 
I’m so childish. I’m already at this age, but I still act like a spoiled brat. 


“Maki, wait!” 


I turned around to see Umi, dressed in her thin roomwear and a pair of sandals while 
chasing after me. She probably ran straight out of her house, ignoring her family to 
come after me. 


“What are you doing? You're going to catch a cold wearing those clothes! Go back to 
your home, Ill be back in a few minutes!” 


“Maki, you idiot! How could I leave you alone after seeing you like this?” 


» 
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“..J-Just go. Don’t worry about me, I just need some time alone 
“Shut up! Come here and follow me!” 
Our age and height were the same, but Umi was much more athletic than me. 


Based on our physical capabilities, it was obvious what was going to happen. 


“Hah! Got you!” 
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“Ugh...” 


She chased me up until the railway. After she caught up to me, she immediately 
grabbed my wrist. 


She pulled me toward her side and our gazes met. 
“Idiot, your face is a mess...” 

“a Sorry...” 

“Don't be... Come here...” 

“Wa” 

She embraced me and pulled my face toward her chest. 


Maybe it was because she was wearing a thin shirt, I could feel the warmth of her 
chest and because of that my heart beat even quicker. 


“This is embarrassing... I’m nota child, you know?” 


“We're high school students, we can’t drink, we can’t smoke, we’re pretty much 
children, so it’s fine if I spoil you like a child... Maybe...” 


My face probably looked terrible because of my tears and runny nose, but Umi held 
me and refused to let me go even though her clothes might be stained because of me. 


I could smell a sweet scent coming from her. It managed to calm me down. 


“No one is around, so you don't need to hold back. Don’t think of anything and let me 
spoil you, okay?” 


ee DOREY a” 
“The appropriate response in this situation is a ‘thank you” 
“Thank you, Umi...’ 


“Mhm.” 
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I decided to lean on her. 


I buried my face on her chest and cried my heart out until I calmed down and sorted 
out my thoughts. 


After I regained my composure, we decided to return to Umi’s house because I didn’t 
want Umi to catch a cold for staying outside for too long. 


I then apologized to the three other members of the Asanagi Family who showed 
their concerns and went up to Umi’s room. 


“Come here, Maki. My room’s a little messy, but we can talk alone here.” 
“eee -EXCUSe me...” 

She said that her room was messy, but it was much better than my room. 
And of course it smelled much better too. 


“Here, Maki.” 


Once again, I buried my face in Umi's chest. 


She told me to not hold back for today so I obeyed her for now. I still had to apologize 
once again to Daichi-san and the others though. 


I couldn’t remember the last time someone tried to spoil me like this. 

“Maki, are you still troubled about the matters with your parents?” 

“Mm... I thought I’d gotten over it, but apparently not...” 

I apologized to mom in my heart because I had to break my promise here. I decided 


to tell Umi about everything. The divorce, my exchange with dad and the time when I 
ran into Nitta-san. 
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Umi looked surprised when Nitta-san’s name came up, but other than that, she didn’t 
give out any response. She listened to everything while occasionally patting my head. 


“I see. You did great, Maki. Come to think of it, you’ve been busy since the start of 
December, haven't you? Planning out the Christmas gathering, Seki’s idiocy, the final 
exam, the upcoming Christmas party, Minato-san and your parents quarrels... You 
have to deal with a lot of things, huh?...” 

“Half of those are the things I started though.” 

“Right, but you’ve been pushing yourself, so it’s fine for you to stop enduring 
everything by yourself. I mean, if this didn’t happen, you would probably keep 
everything bottled up, right?” 

“Maybe...” 


I would probably spend the rest of my life lying to myself, hiding my true feelings 
and pretending not to notice them. 


Luckily that didn’t happen thanks to this girl in front of me. And thanks to her, now 
I’m being pampered like a child... 


... Honestly, I don’t know which one is worse, living in misery or embarrassing myself 
in front of the person I love... 


“Anyway, don’t think too much for now. Relax, get a good night’s sleep and eat your 
fill after you wake up, you'll feel a lot better after that. You haven't been sleeping 
much lately, have you?” 

“Mhm... But I think I can have a good night’s sleep tonight...” 

“Is that so? Then, go to sleep. Leave the rest to Mom and I.” 


If she said so, then I wouldn’t hold back. 


I still had to apologize to her whole family tomorrow, but that could wait until after I 
regained my composure. 


I guess the dogeza practice I did with Nozomu could come in handy later. 
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“Then, good night... Thank you, Umi...” 
“Mm. Good night...” 
Maki, I'll always be by your side... 


Umi whispered something in my ear as I fell into a deep sleep in her arms. 
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CHAPTER 97 
ONCE AGAIN, ASANAGTIS FAMILY (4) 


..And morning came. 


It had been a while since I'd gotten a good night’s sleep. I had been having trouble 
falling asleep throughout the last week. 


Also, I didn’t oversleep so it was great. 
But, in exchange for that... 


Yon” 


When I woke up, I saw Umi’s smiling face. 


Of course, I remembered everything. Currently, I was inside Umi’s room. Specifically, 
I’m in her bed. Last night I fell asleep with my face buried in her chest. 


And I woke up in the same position. 
“What time is it, Umi?” 


“Mm? Mm~ Around eight... I’m glad that it’s the weekend, I don’t need to wake up 
earlier~” 


“If you woke up before me, why didn’t you get out of bed first?” 


“Well, if I do that, I'll wake you up, won't I? Don’t worry, I got an hour’s worth of your 
sleeping face, so all is good~” 


Is that really okay? Staring at my sleeping face for a whole hour? 


“So, what do you think?” 
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“What do you mean?” 

“My chest.” 

“Its still too early for this kind of talk...” 

“Hehe, but the timing is perfect, don’t you think?... So, where’s my answer?” 
“Do I have to tell you?” 

“No, but I'll be happy if you do.” 

“I see.” 

“Mhm.” 


I realized that we've been staying like this for the whole night. This felt 
embarrassing, but Umi looked so happy... 


“Maki, are you blushing now? Don’t you think it’s a little late?” 
“S-Shut it! I wasn’t myself yesterday, okay?” 

“Sure, sure, where’s my answer though?” 

“Ifyou laugh, I’m gonna hit you...” 

I averted my gaze and told her everything. 

“T-They felt warm... soft... and you smelled really good... Happy?” 
I felt my face burning. 


I knew I was just being honest and this was what Umi wanted to hear, but still, what 
the hell was I doing? 


I’m such an idiot. 


“It seems like you got a good night’s sleep, I’m glad.” 
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“You aren't going to tease me?” 
“You want me to?” 
“P-Please don't.” 


I thought she was going to call me a pervert or something similar, but she didn't. 
Now that I think of it, she had been really kind to me since last night. 


Normally, she would tease me about last night, but instead of doing that, she hugged 
and patted my head. 


“Umi, why are you doing so much for me? I don’t think I’ve done enough for you...” 
“You've done more than you think. You might not realize it, but ever since we first 
became friends, you've been helping me out more than I could count, Maki. 
Whenever I was having a hard time, you would be there for me. Like back when I was 
trying to make up with Yuu... Without you, Maki, I don’t think I would have enough 
courage to do that...’ 

“I see. I guess we've been trying our best to help each other out, huh?” 


“Hehe, right.” 


Whenever I helped her, she would pay me back twofold, then I would pay her back 
threefold and so on. We would probably never make it even. 


But that’s fine by me. 
After all, from now on, we'll no longer be friends. 
“Umi, now it’s my time to spoil you. Do you have the time?” 


“Hehe, Maki you're so serious... Well, you’ve answered my question, so yeah sure, 
what do you have in mind?” 


“About the kiss...” 


The timing was perfect to bring it up. 
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This time, it was her turn to blush. 
“Umi, do you remember the thing that you said back then?” 
“Mm... I mean, I can’t forget it even if I want to, you know?” 


‘We'll do it properly on the lips after we become lovers...’ remember she said that 
back then. 


Originally, I wanted to have this conversation on Christmas. I wanted to seal the deal, 
confess my feelings properly for her and make our relationship official on Christmas. 


But, you know what? Screw that, I’m doing it now. 

I wanted to pay her kindness back and I wanted to get to know her better. 

To do that, I needed to stop messing around first. 

“I know it’s early in the morning and it’s so sudden, but I want to do this now.” 


“I see. It’s funny... Last night, you were trembling like a puppy, you were so cute and 
now you look so manly...” 


“H-Huh? Really?” 


“Mhm! Sorry I’ve been holding you back... I resolved myself yesterday too... I’m ready 


» 


now... 

“Thank you, Umi...’ 

“Hehe... Then, let’s get up first...” 
“Okay.” 


We got up and sat while facing each other on the bed. 
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In response to my call, Umi closed her eyes and leaned her lips toward me. 
I only need to place my lips there. 

“H-Here I go...” 

“M-Mhm...” 


I placed my hands on her shoulders and moved my face closer to hers. I could see her 
face getting redder by the seconds. 


My raging heartbeat resounded in my ears. 

I looked at her small lips. 

“Umi, 1.. 

“Mm” 

I could feel her breath on my lips and- 

“Umi? Maki-kun? What are you two doing this early in the morning?” 
S 

Right before our lips touched, I heard Sora-san’s voice. 


We turned our heads toward the direction of her voice and saw her standing in her 
apron. She was smiling at us. 


“S-Sora-san!...” 


“M-Mom?!... W-Wait, mom! You should knock on the door before you enter the 
room!” 


“Eh? I did though? Many times. I wanted to tell you both that the breakfast is ready, 
but no one responded.” 


Apparently we were too engrossed in our own world to hear her knocking. 


traitorAIZEN 191 | 243 


Because of that, this happened. She had to witness her only daughter flirting with a 
boy early in the morning. 


“Umi, Maki-kun.” 

““Y-Yes...” 

“Let’s have breakfast. After that, we’re going to have a proper talk, okay?” 
“Yes...” 


I guess that means we have to wait for a while longer before we could have our kiss. 
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CHAPTER 98 
ONCE AGAIN, ASANAGIP’S FAMILY (5) 


Before having our ‘talk’, we had breakfast first. 
The main dish for breakfast was miso soup made from yesterday’s leftovers, omelet 
and rice. I noticed that Asanagi’s family’s omelet was saltier than ours, maybe it was 


to follow Daichi-san’s taste. 


“You didn’t eat much last night, right, Maki-kun? You should eat a lot now to make up 
for it. Umi too.” 


“Y-Yes... Thanks for the food...” 

“M-Mm...” 

It was hard to resist her after what just happened, so we obeyed Sora-san and ate. 
The dessert was fruits and like the rest of the food, we also cleaned them up. 
Everything was delicious. 

After breakfast, Sora-san gave us a warning. 

She was mainly angry toward Umi. Apparently, Sora-san had persuaded Daichi-san 
to let us sleep together on the pretense that we would only sleep and nothing else. 
She also notified my mom about it. 


“You should have told me about all this first, Umi...” 


“I mean, | thought that if we were to kiss sneakily, they wouldn't notice~ Besides, I 
wanted to do it with you, Maki...” 


“T-I see...” 
“M-Mhm...” 


“You two...’ 
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Uu 


Y-Yes! We are sorry!” 


We were doing seiza inside the room next to the living room. We bowed our heads to 
Sora-san, who was also doing seiza in front of us. 


She had her usual smile, but the pressure coming from her was no joke. 


“Very well... I’m not saying that it’s forbidden for you two to kiss or anything, but you 
have to choose the right time and place first.” 


“Right... Otherwise, things might escalate further than that... Right?” 


So they were afraid that we might be getting caught up in the moment and 
accidentally go further than kissing... 


“Hehe, correct. You don’t want to make the same mistake as we did, right?” 
“Huh? Same mistake?” 


Umi turned her gaze from Sora-san to Daichi-san, who was relaxing inside the living 
room. 


“Mom, don’t tell me, you...” 

“Well...” 

Sora-san continued as her cheeks turned red. 
I turned my gaze toward Daichi-san. 


“Um... Back when we were in high school, your dad was visiting my parents’ house, 
but at that time, I was the only one at home-” 


“Are you talking about me right now?” 
‘Tm not, maybe it’s just your imagination, Dear.” 
That was a lie of course. Anyway, it seems that Umi’s parents had quite the history. 


Come to think of it, they were supposed to be in their forties, but Riku-san was 
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twenty five years old already, no? 

“Anyway, this is all I want to say. Maki-kun, if you’re going to do it, choose the right 
time and place. Umi, you need to fulfill your promises, don’t get caught up in the 
atmosphere, stop messing around, focus on your exams, learn how to cook while I’m 


still able to teach you-” 


“Why am I the only one who’s getting the long lecture?! Besides, I can learn how to 
cook anytime | want!” 


This showed how much Sora-san cared about us. 


Considering the future, I needed to have a good relationship with her. This was for 
Umi's sake as well, so I needed to do my best. 


Eventually, Sora-san’s sermon came to an end and I was about to let out a sigh of 
relief when... 


“Maki-kun, can I talk to you alone for a minute?” 

“Cough!” 

The breath I was about to exhale was violently sucked in. 

“Don't be scared. It’s just a small talk.” 

“I-It won't be a small talk with your fists, right?” 

“If you prefer it that way, we can arrange that.’ 

“N-No thank you.” 

Daichi-san took me to the garden. Umi stayed by Sora-san’s side because apparently 
Sora-san hasn't done with her yet. By the way, Riku-san was still sleeping in his 
room. 


We both sat down below the eaves. 


“My wife and daughter told me everything last night.” 
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“Um... I’m sorry about last night...” 


“I don’t mind. It’s a matter that will make even us adults cry too. I imagine that it 
would be worse for you, you're a high school student after all. You’ve been holding it 
together by yourself for so long... Maki-kun, you did a great job.” 


He placed his large hand on my head. His kindness almost made me cry, but I held 
my tears back. Once was enough, I didn’t want to look that pathetic again. 


“But at the same time, you pushed yourself too hard. Being considerate of your 
parents is good, but that doesn’t mean you have to hide your feelings like this. If you 


keep that up, your heart will eventually break.’ 


That was what happened yesterday. It was thanks to Umi that the worst didn’t 
happen. If it wasn’t for her, I don’t know what would have happened to me... 


“But, even if I acted selfishly, it wouldn't have mattered, right? They already decided 
to divorce, my cries and screams would only annoy them...” 


“You're correct. Nothing will change even if you scream at them. They were probably 
long past the point where they would listen to the words of a single child.” 


“Then, what’s the point? Acting selfishly will be useless...” 
“No, it won't be useless.” 

“Eh?” 

“At the very least, it will make you feel better, am I wrong?” 
“Ah...” 

His words became clear to me. 


It was difficult to change others’ through one’s action, but it was more than possible 
to change oneself through it. 


“People will say, ‘Think about how your parents feel’, or ‘Be more mature’, but in the 
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end, those are just the empty words uttered by unrelated parties. Ultimately, the only 
person who can help you, is yourself, so you shouldn't hold back. You might be a 
child, but adults shouldn't restrain you more than necessary.” 


“But isn’t being selfish bad? You won't tell something like this to your subordinates, 


right, Daichi-san?” 


“Correct. Well, in our line of work, being selfish will be detrimental to our operations, 
though it depends on the situation.” 


“Being an adult seems troublesome...” 
“Well, you'll experience it yourself after you graduate.” 
‘There’s no need for you to think much about it now; he continued. 


“That's all I have to say. I know I sound preachy, but I want you to stay strong, Maki- 
kun. After all, your existence will make things a lot easier for me. Honestly, it’s hard 
to keep up with both my wife and daughter at this age...” 


“I can see where you're coming from...” 
In a way, both of us were kindred spirits. 


“She's a selfish and mischievous girl, but Maki-kun, please continue to get along with 


» 


her. 
“Yes. Please take care of me in the future, Daichi-san.” 


We shook hands firmly. 


My visit to Umi’s house was quite fulfilling. I made a scene at dinner, followed by a 
sleepover in Umi’s room, then we tried to kiss and got lectured together. Thanks to 
the Asanagi family’s kindness, I managed to recover. 


Now, I’m looking forward to Christmas. 
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CHAPTER 99 
THE LAST SELFISHNESS (1) 


24th, Christmas Eve. 


The second semester’s closing ceremony finally concluded and winter break finally 
arrived. 


The break would last for around two weeks, through the end of the year and the new 
year. It was shorter than the summer break, but it was more exciting. 


The students left the school gate with cheerful expressions on their faces. I could 
hear their conversations, some of them planned to stay home and take it easy while 
some of them made plans to fully utilize the long break. 


I planned to sleep through the winter break like every normal loner would. I simply 
couldn't resist the alluring temptation of the kotatsu, the thought of spending the 
whole winter break curled up inside the kotatsu excited me. 


Or at least that would’ve been the plan. Sadly, I had to stay at school because I had a 
lot of work to do. 


Of course, I wasn’t alone. Umi, Amami-san and Nozomu were with me. We were 
currently in the student council room. 


“Alright, the party will be held today, as planned. We have a lot of work to do, 
including coordinating with the other schools, setting up the venue and other minor 
matters, but don’t worry, as long as we're giving it our all, everything will go 
smoothly.” 


The staff consisted of over twenty people, which was more than I expected. The 
members consisted of the student council and volunteers and for some reason the 


numbers of boys were unnaturally high. 


This was probably because of the participation of a certain all-girls high school. 
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“Yeah, sure, Tachibana is an all-girls school, but it isn’t like there are a lot of pretty 
girls there... Right, Yuu?” 


“Mhm! But, who knows~ It isn’t like we know much about the high school anyway... 
But, does that matter? I’m more curious to see the members of their student council! 
I want to meet them!” 


The conversation between the former students of the Tachibana all-girls school 
made some of the boys’ expressions freeze. Well, they might have volunteered 
because they had ulterior motives, but I don’t think it’s a bad thing. It’s rare to meet 


up with students from other schools outside these kinds of events, after all. 


Besides, this served as a nice bait to gather more volunteers. The student council 
president should have calculated this. 


“You could refer to the form I just handed out for the floor plan of the venue. It has 
the table numbers, detailed time schedules and your respective roles. If any 


problems were to arise, please make sure to check with me or any student council 
members in charge.’ 


The four of us would be responsible for helping out the student council. The event 
itself would run from 6 pm to 8 pm, so we would be quite busy for two hours. 


We agreed to meet up at the venue an hour before the event started. I would be 
attending in my school uniform since I didn’t plan anything for the party, unlike 
Amami-san and Umi. 

Actually, no, I planned something out for the event... 

“Prez, may I have a word?” 

I called out to the president as she was about to leave the room. 

“What’s wrong, Maehara-kun?” 

“Um... Later when we're working, may I leave the venue for a moment?” 


After hearing that, she immediately furrowed her brows. 


I know I’m troubling her by making a sudden request like this. 
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“Is it urgent?” 

“Yes. I'll finish everything in fifteen... No, ten minutes.” 

“Does it have to be today?” 

“Yes... Sorry...” 

I knew that this would inconvenience everyone, but I had my reasons. 
Today was December 24th, a meaningful day for me. 


“I understand. Then, we'll treat that time as your break time. Just give me a heads 
up later, okay?” 


“Thank you very much...” 
“Will it be the four of you?” 
“No, just me and Asanagi.” 


I’ve discussed this with Amami-san and Nozomu prior to this and we decided that it 
would be best to leave me and Umi alone to handle it. After all, we shouldn’t 
inconvenience the President anymore than this. 


I had to thank Umi for going along with this selfishness of mine later. 


“Alright. Then, Nozomu, you gotta work harder in place of him. No breaks for you 
today, you'll have to spend the rest of the party with me.” 


“Are you for real? Look, I don’t mind taking responsibility for him, but why must I 
stick with you? It’s Christmas’ Eve for f**k sake!” 


“My... Rather than complaining, you should be thrilled that you'll be stuck with your 
kind and pretty older sister” 


“What do you mean kind and pretty, you old hag? Look in the mirror for on- Ouch!” 


“Sorry, but could the three of you leave the room now? I have a family matter to 
discuss with my dear little brother here.” 
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“M-Maki... H-Help...” 


We immediately leave the student council room to give the siblings some space 
together. 


Bonding with your family is important after all, we shouldn't get in their way. Yes, he 
was Strangled by his sister, but that was her way of showing her love to him... 
Maybe... 


“What’s your plan after this, Umi?” 


“Hm... I just wanna go home, eat some lunch, then go to Yuu’s place. I just want to 
take it slow until the party starts...” 


(re 


Take it slow’, she said~ Maki-kun, don’t you know how much she screamed when 
you decided to attend— Mmph!” 


Umi cut Amami-san’s sentence off with an iron claw. 


“What is our little Princess here trying to say, hm? After you begged me to teach you 
so you won't get any more failing grades, is this your way of repaying me, hm?” 


“Tm sorry! I’m in the wrong!” 

She actually got a decent result on her exam. Well, by decent, I meant she barely 
managed to reach the average marks in the subjects that I taught her. It was a good 
start at least, we could always make her study even harder next year. 


“Don’t worry, Umi. I was looking forward to the party too.” 


“I-Is that so?... W-Well, actually, me too... I was looking forward to it... Just a little 
though...” 


I wanted to have fun with her tonight, but before that, there was something that I 
had to do. As for the unfinished business we both have, I'll finish it properly after 


everything is done. 


After that, I hope that I'll be able to enjoy the new year together with Umi and my 
friends. 
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“Then, Yuu and I will go home first... But are you sure you'll be okay by yourself, 
Maki?” 


“Mhm. I mean, you'll be with me for the rest of the day in exchange, right?” 
Before they went down the stairs, I took Umi’s hands. 


What I’m about to do is not something commendable by any means. It’s a pointless 
action that wouldn't change anything and would only trouble everyone around me. 


But, this was necessary for me. To come terms with my feelings 
“..Maki-kun, the guests are coming.” 
“Mm... Well, Amami-san, Umi, see you later.” 


After seeing them off, I went to the school gate where a certain someone was waiting 
for me. 


This was the first time that I talked to her alone like this. 
“Sorry for calling you all the way here... Minato-san...” 
“Its fine. I also wish to talk with you just for once, Maki-kun...” 


This marked the beginning of my most eventful Christmas. 
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CHAPTER 100 
THE LAST SELFISHNESS (2) 


Back when Minato-san gave me her business card, I never thought that it would 
come in handy in a situation like this. 


She also didn’t expect to receive a call from me and she sounded really surprised 
when I called her this morning. 


“Umm... It’s cold here, I think we should move first...” 
“No, it’s fine. I have to return to the office soon. Why don’t we talk as we walk?” 


After she said that, she turned around and started walking. I followed right behind 
her. 


“Minato-san, you wear glasses?” 


“Well, I came here to talk to you about private matters and you could count this as a 
date, so I dressed up a little~” 


It will take ten to fifteen minutes to get to the nearest station from the school. We 
were pressed for time, so I decided to cut the small talk and get to the main topic 
quickly. 

I’m also interested in Minato-san’s side of the story. 

“By the way, how is the thing with Dad?” 

“He said that he has important business and as expected, he was flustered about it... 
But since it was an important call from his son, he said that he could spare some 
time.” 


Before I called Minato-san, I called my dad first. 


Of course he refused me at first because he was busy with his work. 
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After I graduate, I don’t know where I am going to live. Should I live at mom’s place or 
yours, dad? 


When I told him that, he said that he’ll spare some time for me. 


I guessed from our last conversation that he still hadn’t given up on taking custody of 
me, so I threw in that bait and he bit. 


Of course, this was merely bait. I just needed him to come to the place I arranged 
beforehand, the venue of the Christmas party. 


I told my mom the same too. 
Neither of them knew that I called both of them to come at the same time. 
Other than me, only Umi knew about it since she worked out the plan with me. 


“When I first met you, I thought you were a quiet kid, I never expected that you'd pull 
something like this...” 


“Normally, that would be the case. But for today, I wanted to be a mischievous brat 
and toy around with the adults’ feelings a little.” 


After successfully baiting out Dad, the only thing that would get in our way would be 
Minato-san, who would probably be with him right until the last minute. 


So, I contacted her and again, I threw in some bait. I told her that Dad had been 
acting unusual and convinced her to come and meet me. 


“Still, Minato-san, I didn’t expect you to meet me. Am I not a stranger to you? We only 
met once, no?” 


“It’s natural, after all the person that I love is acting strangely... And I want to help 
him if I can...” 


“As expected, you really love him, huh?” 


“Yes. I won't go into details, but back when I was a trainee, I was the worst among my 
colleagues. Your dad was the one who brought me to this point. He never abandoned 
me and kept supporting me, I had a huge debt of gratitude for him...” 
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Just as Umi and I had previously guessed, her feelings for Dad are genuine. 


Minato-san was someone that would stick with him until the very end. That was why 
we decided to deal with her first before proceeding with the plan. 


Seeing how our conversation was going so far, I could predict what she was going to 
tell me next. 


“I want to be straightforward with you, Maki-kun... After you graduate, could you 
please stay by your dad’s side?” 


After saying that, she bowed deeply to me. 
“Why?” 


“Rather than me, that person needs you the most, Maki-kun... He needs his son to be 
by his side...” 


Minato-san was the closest person to Dad currently. 


I had my suspicions back when Dad showed his indecisive attitude back at the 
restaurant, but it seemed like he wasn’t that attached to Minato-san, or maybe he 
was, but he still wasn’t sure on whether to make her his new partner or not. 


Since even I could come to that conclusion, Minato-san, who had been with him for a 
long time now should know about it too. 


“Whenever Itsuki-san talks about you, he always showed me a nice face that he never 
showed whenever he was with me...” 


“That... Don’t you think that I'll be a hindrance if I were to stay with him? If he 
keeps thinking about me, he'll never be able to think about you.” 


If I were to live with him, their relationship would probably revert back to ‘boss and 
subordinate’. 


“aI know, but it is what it is... No matter how hard I try, someone like me will never 
be able to fill the void in his heart...” 


“Are you okay with that, Minato-san? Don’t you love him?” 
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“Yes, I do. That’s why I’m asking you this, Maki-kun.” 

Under the snow fall, Minato-san once again bowed her head deeply. 
“I beg you, Maki-kun. Please stay with Itsuki-san...” 

She said that clearly without any hesitation. 


“..Minato-san, do you realize how selfish you sound right now? Even compared to 
what I’m doing?” 


Besides, a grown up shouldn't bow their head so easily. 
“I know. I will be punished for lying and ditching work without his permission 
anyway... I’ve brought enough trouble for you and your mother, you probably think 


that I’m an eyesore, right? It’s fine, if you decide to stay with him, I will never show 
up ever again in the future.” 
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“I will also disappear from Itsuki-san’s life and quit my job... If that will help Itsuki- 
san even a little, I’m ready to do it.” 


She looked straight at me with resolution in her eyes. 

She was completely serious. 

Considering her occupation, I didn’t think of her as a rash idiot. Even Dad approved 
of her, so she should be capable enough to earn that approval and normally, she 
should be able to make a better decision than this. 


However, it seemed like her love toward my father had blinded her judgment. 


‘Love’ was this troublesome, huh? Even a capable adult like her could be blinded by 
it. 


“I understand your feelings, Minato-san, but...” 


“So it’s impossible after all?” 
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“Well, of course. I wouldn't just yield because you begged me.” 
I understood her feelings at least. 
After all, if I were in her position, I would do the same thing to ease Umi’s suffering. 


“Minato-san, can you make some time for me after this?... Well, I know you can’t but 
you should... No, you have to make it, otherwise, I will never forgive you.” 


“Eh? Um... Yeah, lll see what I can do... But, Maki-kun, what are you doing?” 
“Nothing much... I’m just messing around a little.” 


I wished for the talk to go a little bit smoother, but it is what it is. This would be my 
last bit of selfishness anyway, so I should go all out. 


But first, I’ll have to deal with Umi’s scolding after this. 
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CHAPTER 101 
THE LAST SELFISHNESS (3) 


After meeting Minato-san, I went to the civic hall, where the party would be held. 
It had started snowing a while ago, so the area around the hall had turned white. 
According to the weather forecast, it would keep snowing as the temperature 


continued to drop. 


“I always thought a White Christmas was a nuisance because the road would be 
slippery...” 


Because of the cloudy sky, the various lights installed around the city were lit. 
The orange light of the street lamps, the colorful lights decorating the trees, 
buildings and streets, along with the snow falling gently from the sky... It was truly a 


Christmas-like scene. 


I had always kept my gaze locked to my feet, but after seeing this, maybe I should 
stop doing that... 


“Whoa!” 

As I was thinking about that, I slipped and almost fell on my butt. 
I pulled my hand out of my pocket to break my fall- 

“Whoops. If you do that, you’ll sprain your wrist, you know?” 
Then someone caught me from behind. 

“Ah, sorry for the trouble... I was a bit dazed...” 


“Because of the snow, the street is more slippery than usual, so you'll have to pay 
more attention to your footing, Maehara-kun.” 
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“P-Prez? S-Sorry...” 

The one who helped me was the student council president. 

It was embarrassing to be helped by a stranger, but to be saved by an acquaintance 
was even more embarrassing. Moreover, she was Nozomu’s sister, imagine if he were 
to find out about this... Yeah, he definitely wouldn't let me hear the end of it... 


I could feel the heat rising to my cheeks. 


“B-By the way, aren't you a little too early, Prez? The meeting doesn't start for 
another thirty minutes, right?” 


“The venue has already been set up, so I have to check it out. Besides, aren't you the 
one who’s early, Maehara-kun?” 


“Well... This is my first time coming to this kind of event... I’m a little nervous...” 

“Is that so? While you're at it, why don’t you join me? You'll get used to the 
atmosphere quicker that way and if we can finish some work while we're at it, we 
can relax a little when the event starts.” 

“Alright, lI do just that.” 

Actually, the main reason why I was nervous is not the party itself, but the other 
thing I had to do. I mean, I'll only need to follow Prez’ instructions during the party 
so I don't need to worry about messing up. Umi and the others will be there too, so I 


won't be lonely. 


We planned to meet up in the venue later, so I had to wait a little longer to see Umi 
and Amami-san’s dress. 


I arrived at the venue together with Prez and prepared the reception desks for the 
participants. 


According to her, there will be around 200 to 300 people attending the party, so to 
avoid confusion, they set it up so that each school gets their own reception desk. 


“Ah, right, you haven't gotten this yet, right, Maehara-kun?” 
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“The staff armband? Yeah, you haven't... Wait, this is?” 

She gave me a red hat with a white furball on the tip, a Santa hat. 

“The armband wouldn't be enough since this place will be crowded, so that’s why 
we'll be wearing this. Take three of these armbands and hats, each for Asanagi-san, 
Amami-san and... my idiotic brother.” 

“Got it.” 

The hat looked cheesy, but it would be noticeable enough in the crowd. For example, 
the Prez, since she was taller than average, she would be more conspicuous than 
usual when wearing it and it would be easy to find her. 

“By the way, Maehara-kun, can I ask you something?” 


“Yes?” 


“Can you stop calling me ‘Prez’? I may be the student council president now, but I’ll 
retire next year, so...” 


I see. Once everyone started calling her ‘Prez’ it seemed like it was hard for them to 
stop calling her that even when she stepped down from her position. I guess I could 
understand her feelings. 


“Alright... Tomoo-senpai?” 


“Yes, something like that... But, Maehara-kun, aren't you a bold one? Suddenly calling 
me by my first name like that?” 


“I mean, if I call you by your last name, I might mistook you for Nozomu, senpai.” 
“Ah, right, that guy exists.” 
“He’s your little brother, you know?” 


At first I thought Tomoo-senpai would be more uptight, but after talking to her for a 
while, she was actually a mischievous person. 


I guess it was because she was like this that the student council members seemed 
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really close to each other. 
“Then, ll] call you Maki-kun from now on. Let’s do our best today, Maki-kun.” 
“Yes, I'll be in your care, senpai.” 


After we shook hands, we continued our work to arrange the reception desks. 
Meanwhile, the number of people gathering near the venue was gradually increasing. 


“Tm here, Maki.” 

“Hey~ Maki-kun~” 

Nozomu arrived at the venue first, followed by Amami-san. Nozomu came in his 
school uniform because Tomoo-senpai assigned him backstage despite his protests. 
Meanwhile Amami-san was wearing a light blue dress that suited her well. Then 
again, it was Amami-san, I’m sure she’d look good in anything. 

‘D**n, look at her... ’ 

Blonde hair... Is she a foreigner?’ 

Naturally, students from other schools started to make a fuss after they saw her. 
Amami-san should have heard them, but she completely ignored them and instead 
she was chatting with the Prez. I guess she was used to this kind of situation by now, 
huh? I wish I could be like her. 


“Amami-san, where’s Umi?” 


“Ah, yeah, she came with me, but she went to the bathroom so I went ahead... Speak 
of the devil, Umi~ We’re here! ~” 


After noticing us, Umi ran toward us. 
“Yuu, did you tell Maki more nonsense again?” 
“Tm not~ Right, Maki-kun?” 


“Ah, yeah... She didn’t say anything to me...” 
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She actually tried to imply something and I noticed it, but I'll pretend not to notice. 


I handed the armbands and hats to the three of them and we went to the reception 
desks together. The four of us would standby at our school’s reception desk while 
Tomoo-senpai went to help the other school’s desks. 


“Um, Umi...” 

“Y-Yes?” 

“Uh... That dress looks good on you.” 

I held her hand secretly under the desk as I told her that. 


It was a black lace, off-shoulder dress. It revealed her skin from her neck to her 
shoulders. 


She said that she wouldn't dress up as much as she did when we had our date, but, 
man... 


“I see. Well, your vocabulary is lacking, but lll accept that since it’s your honest 
impression.” 


“I mean, you look pretty, what else should I say?” 
“I-I got it, so stop saying that out loud!” 
“Okay, okay.” 


I noticed Amami-san grinning at us, so I immediately let Umi’s hand go and went 
back to work. 


Amami-san might have looked pretty tonight, but Umi definitely looked prettier. 


I think I love Umi a little bit too much... 
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CHAPTER 102 
THE LAST SELFISHNESS (4) 


Registration had started and the participants began to gather at the venue. 
Looking at them, I could tell that most of the people here were part of the ‘upper 
caste’ of their respective school. They were well dressed and from the way they 


carried themselves, it was obvious that they were used to this kind of event. 


“Please gather at each school’s reception desks first since the representative's 
speech is about to start.” 


The students from each school gathered at their respective school’s desks, following 
Prez’ instructions. Since it would be a standing buffet, we provided no chairs for 


them. 


We were working on the reception, but since Umi and Amami-san were helping us 
out, no major issues came up during the process so far. 


“Um...” 

As I was guiding someone, probably a senior, someone else poked me in the back. 
“Yes, what’s the prob— Nitta-san?” 

“Hello...” 

Nitta-san was the one who approached me. She looked unusually gloomy. 


“Huh, Ninacchi? What’s wrong? Didn't you say that you'll be coming with your 
boyfriend?” 


“Ah~ Yeah~ That was the plan... But things happened, y’see...” 


I didn’t know what happened to her after the things at the restaurant, but it seemed 
like they broke up. He was cheating on her, so I expected this would happen. 
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Amami-san seemed to understand what was going on after she saw Nitta-san’s 
reaction. 


“Can I help you guys out ? It would help me get my mind off some things...” 
That would be better than spending her time moping alone at least. 


“Mm, of course! We'll have less workload if more people were to join us~ Also, it'll be 
more fun if you're here, Ninacchi! Right, everyone?” 


“I don’t mind.” 
“Sure, but, let me ask my sister first...” 
“Well, do that then.” 


After hearing about everything, Tomoo-senpai gave us her OK. She said that the more 
hands we could get the better. 


And so it was decided that the five of us will work together. 


After Nitta-san was added to the roster, our work went smoothly to the point that we 
were able to help the other desks that were comparatively busier. 


“But, man, there are a lot more people than I thought. As expected, they’re thirsty for 
the Tachibana High’s students, huh?” 


Nozomu said that casually while staring at the venue. 
The event hadn't started yet, so I expected the participants would be hanging around 
at their respective school’s tables, but instead they were gathering at a certain 


school’s tables. 


At that table, there were around 20-30 girls wearing white blazers, the uniform of 
the Tachibana All-Girls High. 


“Ah~ I missed wearing those uniforms~” 


“Same. I didn’t pay much attention to it when I wore it, but now that I think about it, 
that uniform really stands out...” 
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The reason why the number of participants from Tachibana was smaller compared 
to the other schools was because there were only around 200 students attending the 
high school. (Source: Amami) 

It was because most of the students had been attending the school since grade 
school and they rarely accepted any new students from outside the school. It wasn’t 
like they rejected new students, it was because they only accepted girls that had 
either good grades, amazing performance in their extracurricular activities or filthy 
rich. 

Hearing this, a question popped in my mind. 


“Umi... Uh, I don’t know if I should ask you this, but...” 


“Are you curious about Yuu? Well, her mom is a former entertainer, though she’s just 
a regular housewife now.” 


“1 see,” 


That explained a lot of things. It was one of the characteristics of the school that the 
students who attended it were rich young ladies. 


Amami-san said that her family was ordinary, but considering her mom’s 
background... Yeah, no way that they would be an ordinary family. 


As I was listlessly staring at the girls at that table, my eyes met two particular 
students among the crowd. Not long after that, they came out of the crowd and 
approached us. 

Of course they weren't coming to talk with me, but with the two girls next to me. 
“Umi, Yuu-chan, long time no see...” 

“The last time we met was the school festival, huh?” 

“Sana-chan... Mana-chan...” 


There were Nitori-san and Houjou-san, Umi’s classmates back at the middle school. 


“You two are going to talk with Umi?” 
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They silently nodded. 

After what happened back at the festival, they probably came here to apologize. 
The two of them were looking at Umi, who was hiding behind me. 

“What are you going to do, Umi?” 
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Amami-san asked her that, but Umi didn’t answer and instead, her gaze remained 
downcast. 


If it were up to me, I would just chase those girls away, but this wasn’t about me, but 
Umi. 


I knew that she was unsure about her feelings toward those two. Yes, they deceived 
her before, but they had been friends for years before that. It would be impossible 
for her to not have any lingering feelings for them. 


The kind Umi was torn between two options. 


Should she accept their apologies and make up with them? Or should she chase them 
away and cut off their relationship? 


“Umi, come here for a second.” 

“Eh? Ah... B-But...’ 

“It won't take long, don’t worry... Amami-san, I'll borrow her for a second, okay?” 
After seeing Amami-san’s nod, I pulled Umi away to the side of the venue. This would 
be where the backstage staff work, but since the event hasn't started yet, this place 


was pretty much empty. 


“Umi, do you want to make up with them?” 
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She nodded. Now that we were alone, she became more honest with her feelings. 
“Thinking back, I regret lashing out at them back at the graduation ceremony... 
After I became friends with you and worked things out with Yuu, I could finally think 
more clearly about everything... I can’t even bring myself to be angry at them 
anymore... They were my precious friends after all...” 

As expected, she had her regrets. Their deception made her feel depressed, but in the 
end they apologized to her and Umi knew more than anyone that those two weren't 


bad girls. 


Some would call Umi naive, but rather than being naive, she was just too kind for her 
own good. 


But even so, I couldn't bring myself to hate this side of her. 
After all, it was this Umi that I fell in love with. 


“Sorry, Maki... I’m a selfish person, aren't I?... Not only those two, I’ve been leaving 
you hanging as well...” 


“It’s fine. A certain someone told me that since we're still children, it’s fine for us to 
be a little selfish.” 


I think that was why Daichi-san and Sora-san accepted Umi's decision on 
transferring schools. 


“Come here, Umi.” 
“Mm...” 
In the middle of the mess that was backstage, we hugged each other. 


She was always there for me and it was time for me to be there for her and give her 
all the courage she needed. 


“Make up with them, Umi... It will be alright, you can do it.” 


Even if they made up, no one could ensure that they wouldn't deceive her again. 
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But even so, | think it’s still better than living with regret deep inside her heart. 


“Idiot... Maki, you're an idiot... Just a few days ago you were crying on my t*ts but 
now you dare to act like a showoff in front of me...” 


“Manners, young lady... Well, I'll probably cry again later, so let me have this one.” 


Mom texted me a while ago, saying that she would arrive soon and I’m sure that Dad 
would be coming soon too. 


“You should go back, Umi. I’m going to meet the Prez now.’ 

“Maki... Are you going to be okay on your own?” 

“Nah, won't you be coming after you're done with your problems?” 
“Right... Then, see you in a bit, Maki.” 

After hugging each other one more time, we walked in separate directions. 


This would be the beginning of my last selfishness. 
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CHAPTER 103 
THE LAST SELFISHNESS (5) 


The current time was 6 pm. After confirming that most of the attendees had 
gathered around their assigned tables, the representative of the staff, Tomoo-senpai 
began her speech. 


She began her speech by thanking the attendees for participating in the party, 
followed by a few words of encouragement for the third-years who'll be busy 
studying for exam season. Lastly, she briefly explained the schedule for the day and 
gave the attendees some precautions. 


The speech was short enough that the attendees didn’t get bored from hearing it. 


Seeing her like this, I realized that Tomoo-senpai is an amazing girl. Even though she 
was holding her speech in front of all these people, she didn’t seem nervous at all. 


“With that said, everyone, a toast for all of us!” 


Following Tomoo-senpai’s words, everyone bursted out in excitement. 


I looked around to find Umi and Amami-san. The santa hats made them easily 
noticeable as expected. 


Together with the two of them were Nitori-san and Houjou-san. All four of them 
were smiling, I guess they were happy that they could finally enjoy their time 


together for the first time in a long while. 


Seeing this scene, I was convinced that Umi would be fine on her own, so I went to 
Tomoo-senpai's side. 


“Good work, senpai.” 
“The party barely started, you know?... Also, is it time?” 


“Yes. Sorry about this, senpai, I have to leave for now...” 
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“Don't worry, l'll take over your work at the reception desk. There’s nothing big 
happening in the first hour anyway, you can take your time, just make sure to come 
back later.” 

She gave me an hour worth of time, that should be enough. 


I gave her my armband and went outside. 


There was a large tree in front of the civic hall, it was the place where I promised to 
meet both of my parents. 


“Maki, I’m here.” 


“Mom... 


Mom waved at me when she saw me coming out of the hall. She seemed out of 
breath, she must have come in a hurry. 


“Maki, is it really okay for you to leave the venue? The party just started, right?” 


“Mhm, I got the president’s permission. Sorry that you have to come all the way here, 


» 


mom... 


“Well, I’m on break right now, so this much isn’t a problem. Why did you call me here 
though?” 


“Wait a second, mom. The other person should be here soon.” 
“The other person?” 

“I got a call...” 

I pulled out my phone from my pocket and answered the call. 


The screen displayed the name ‘Minato Kyouka’. I got her phone number from our 
exchange earlier this afternoon. 


{Good evening, Maki-kun. As promised, I made some time for you.} 


“Thank you very much. What about Dad?” 
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{I’m with him right now. Should I bring him there right now?} 
“Yes, please.” 


I hung up the call and looked toward the entrance and found both of them dressed in 
their suits. 


Mom followed my gaze and seemed to have guessed what was going on after she saw 
both of them. 


“Thank you for coming, Dad. And sorry, I lied.” 
“Maki... I see how it is...” 


Under the tree, for the first time in a long time, the members of the Maehara Family 
finally met again... Or rather, Mom and Dad finally met up with each other again. 


“It’s been a while.” 
“Right...” 
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After exchanging a few words, they looked away and fell into silence. Maybe they felt 
awkward because this was the first time they met each other ever since they signed 
the divorce papers. 


“What’s wrong, Mom? Dad? It’s been a while since you've seen each other, no? Don’t 
you have anything to say?” 


“Even if you're telling me that... Is this lady over here Minato-san?” 
“Yes, ma'am, my name is Minato Kyouka, I’m pleased to meet you.” 


“Pm Maehara Masaki. Don’t worry, I’m not his wife anymore, you can boil him or 
whatever for all I care.” 


“I don't think I’m good enough for him...” 


“Is that so... You never change, huh? Always messing around with women’s feelings 
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like this...” 

Seeing Minato-san’s reaction, Mom glared at Dad. 

In response, Dad let out a deep breath. 

“You don’t understand...” 

“Here you go again, ‘You don’t understand’ you said. Why are you always like this? 
You never face your problems properly and keep running away from them. If I pissed 


you off, then at least try to bite back, you coward.” 


“Curse me all you want... Maki, if you have nothing to say, then I’m going back. I’m 
busy-” 


“No, please wait a minute, Itsuki-san.” 


Dad was about to turn around and leave but before he did, Minato-san grabbed his 
hand. 


“Let go of me, Minato. Also, we’re still in working hour, call me Chief.” 
“No. I will do neither of them.” 

“Minato-” 

“Are you going to keep running away from your son like this?” 
Hearing those words, Dad stopped trying to shake Minato-san off. 


“Itsuki-san, please listen to what Maki-kun has to say first... After that, you could run 
away if you want to...” 


“I see... So this is what you meant by having urgent business earlier... You lied and 
skipped your work for this?... Are you prepared to bear the consequences?” 


“Yes. I’m prepared, Itsuki-san.” 
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“You... 


Minato-san pulled out an envelope out of her pocket. That was enough to show her 
resolution. 


She was a strong woman. 

“Pl give you ten minutes...” 

“Thank you. Maki-kun, go ahead.” 

“Okay.” 

I thanked Minato-san and stood between my parents. 


“Mom, Dad, can I hold your hands?... Who am I kidding? Why should I need your 
permission?” 


“Eh?” 
“A-Ah...” 
I ignored my parents who looked confused and grabbed their hands. 


This was the first time in a long time that I felt the warmth of both of their hands. I 
never thought that I would be able to do this ever again. 


Both of their hands warmed my cold hands. 

Once again I realized that both of them were precious to me... 
“Mom... Dad... Can you make up for me?...” 

And so, I spoke out my selfish wish. 


“Can you stop fighting and get back to normal? I don’t want to choose between the 
two of you... I want to be together with you like before...” 


“Maki, you...” 
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“Maki...” 
I poured more strength into my grip. 


“TI work harder than before... I'll study harder, Ill try to get into sports... I made 
friends recently and Pll continue to make more friends and get along with them...” 


The emotions that I’ve been hiding poured out in the form of tears. 


“I love you both... I can’t choose between the two of you, I want to be with you 
both...” 


I knew that this action was pointless. It was way too late to do this and I would only 
trouble them by doing this. 


But if I didn’t do this, I could never move on from my past. I needed this to leave the 
past behind me and make new memories with Umi and other people I cared about... 


“Maki! Sorry, I’m late...” 

“Umi... No, it’s fine, it’s just getting started... How’s everything?” 

“All done. I told them if they dare to do it again, l'll beat the living s**t out of them.” 
“Is that so?” 


I’m glad that everything was settled for her. Everything would be fine, she’s Umi after 
all, she can take on anything. 


Besides, I'll be there to support her. 
“Well, that’s all, Mom, Dad... Sorry for saying something like this out of the blue...” 


I only wanted to tell them that, I didn’t intend to change anything. But it did make me 
feel better, I had to thank Daichi-san for his advice. 


“Right, Dad, about the things we're talking over the phone...” 


“About whether or not you'll live with me?” 
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“Yes, that.” 


I nodded and let my parents’ hands go. Then I went over to Umi and grabbed her 
hand. 


“Dad... Actually, I fell in love with this girl here. I don’t know why she also fell in love 
with me, but she has been by my side through my worst times...” 


Asanagi Umi. 

My first friend and my first love. 

“Minato-san told me about your hardships and I understand. You can’t even tell your 
family about it because of the nature of your work, but even so, you kept working for 
us and I appreciate that... But that, I don’t want to be separated from this girl...” 


That would be the end of this story. 


Of course, I still had regrets about this matter. If I could turn back time, I would do it, 
but at the same time, I didn’t want to be away from Umi. 


“aI see... So you've found someone huh?” 

“Yes. Though I think she’s too good for someone like me.” 
“You've changed, huh, Maki?” 

“I guess SO...” 

Three months ago, I would never spout cheesy lines like this. 
Well, I guess I’ve changed after all. 

Dad let out a sigh. 


“Got it... Then try not to be like me, okay? Who knows when we will meet each 
other again, but I'll always wish for your happiness, Maki...’ 


“Thank you, Dad... Good luck with your work...” 
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“Mhm... Well, now that you've decided this, I have to pay your mom for your custody 
money... Being an adult is such a pain in the a**” 


Then, for the first time today, Dad smiled. 


It might be painful for him because he might not be able to see me anymore, but he 
still smiled despite that fact. 


I loved him so much. 
“Mom, Dad, can I ask you something?” 


“What? You've been toying with us and you're saying that you still have something in 
our mind? Hm?” 


“Well yeah, I’m not done yet. I want us to take a picture under that tree.” 


Thanks to the decorations and the snow, the gigantic tree looked like a Christmas 
tree and it made a good background for a picture. 


I wanted to take a picture there to fill the last page of the Maehara family album. 
This was my last selfishness, the thing that I had planned out together with Umi. 
“What do you think?” 


“I don’t know... Having a family photo after we've divorced feels off, but... Well, 
since this is our son’s wish, I guess I have to fulfill it, huh?” 


“Hehe... I guess so...” 
For a moment, I could see the shadow of them back when they were still together. 


But I knew that I couldn’t change the past. That was why I did all of this, to move on 
from the past and move toward the future. 


“Umi, can you take a picture of us?” 


“I can, but I’m bad at taking pictures... So, I brought some helpers~” 
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“Huh? Helpers?” 

“Yeah. Oi, you guys, it’s time!” 

“Eh?” 

Umi called out to the nearby garden and three figures appeared. 
” 


“It was cold~ But finally, it’s my turn 


“I came here without Sis’ permission, so you'll have to go with me to apologize after 
this, Maki!” 


“Are you sure it’s fine for me to be here? I feel so out of place...” 
They were Amami-san, Nozomu and lastly, Nitta-san. 


I thought Umi was the only one who came, but it seemed like she brought the whole 
gang over. 


Well, I kind of expected this to happen. No way that Amami-san would let Umi 
wander around in the cold alone. 


“Well, you can take the picture then, Nina. You're good at it, right?” 


“Yeah, I’m better than most people at least... Well, I owe both Rep and Rep’s dad 
something, so I'll gladly do it.” 


So I gave Nitta-san our phones and stood between my parents. 
“Mom, Dad, are you having fun?...” 

“I guess so, yeah.” 

“Mhm, I’m having fun alright.” 

“Haha, what’s with that answer? You really haven’t changed, ‘Mom”” 


“Okay, is everyone ready?~” 
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And so the pictures were saved in each of our phones. 

Inside the pictures, there were happy smiles of Mom, Dad and I. 
“Alright, since everything is done, we should join in too, Umi!” 
“Yuu... Well, fine. Come here, Seki.” 

“Kay. You too, Nitta.” 


“Eh? Me too? Then who'll be taking the pictures?... Ah, that Big Sis over there, can I 
ask you?...” 


“Alright.” 
After giving Minato-san our phones, Nitta-san joined us. 


There were seven of us here and it was hard to fit everyone, but we were having so 
much fun that it didn’t matter. 


“TI start taking the pictures... Uh, what should I say on this occasion again?” 
“Just say whatever you like, Big Sis! We’ll go along with you, don’t worry!” 


“Alright, then-” 


The lively voices of high school students echoed under the snowy Christmas night. 


traitorAIZEN 228 | 243 


CHAPTER 104 
FRIEND -> LOVERS 


Afterwards, we left the adults and returned to the venue to continue our work. 


The party went off without any major problems, thanks to Tomoo-senpai’s precise 
instructions. 


Although we couldn't participate directly in the party, we also felt the excitement. 
After all, it was a rare event where various schools were able to socialize with each 
other and there were various games with interesting prizes, so it was quite enjoyable 
to see them. 


“Alright, that should be everything! Thank you very much for all your cooperation! 
Everyone can go home now.” 


It seemed like we could leave the rest of the work to the venue staff, so we were free 
to go home. 


The students were asking for the party to be held again next year and after seeing 
Tomoo-senpai running around busily for the whole duration of the party, I would 
love to participate as one of the attendees instead of the staff. 

“Sorry to Keep you waiting, Umi.” 

“Mm. How'd it go?” 


“Perfect. We only need to warm it up a bit.” 


I showed her the contents of the paper bags I carried. Tomoo-senpai gave me 
permission to take the leftover food and drinks, so I didn’t restrain myself. 


To be fair, after I returned to the venue, I had to work my a** off, so I didn’t get the 
time to eat during the party. 


There were some rare brands of soda that weren't sold at the convenience store, so 
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both Umi and I were excited about it. 
This much food should be enough for our planned after-party. 
“By the way, Umi, where’s everyone else?” 


Amami-san, Nozomu and Nitta-san were supposed to join us for the after-party, but 
they were nowhere to be seen. 


“Ah... Um... Yuu and Nina went to the karaoke together and Seki was called by the 
President...” 


In other words, we were all alone. 

“T-I see...” 

“M-Mhm...” 

This meant that we had to eat five people worth of food by ourselves. 

“Anyway, we should go to my house first...” 

“Mm... But, can we stop by my place first?... I’m sick of wearing this dress already...” 
“Sure. I’ll say hello to Sora-san while I’m at it.” 

With that, it was decided that we would be spending the night together. 


We cried and laughed. We let out all of our emotions along with my family and 
friends, but everything up to this point was merely a prelude for me. 


My real work would start now. 


* kK x 


I went to Umi’s house to ask for permission to hang out a while longer with Umi, but 
to my surprise, it wasn’t Sora-san who greeted us at the door. It was Riku-san. 


“If you're looking for mom, she said she got a call from a friend and went out for a 
drink. Seriously, that old hag should act her age.” 
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“I see...” 


In addition, she left a message to me ‘I'll borrow Masaki-san for a while’, I guess Mom 
went with her, huh? 


Since I’ve troubled her enough for today, I should let Mom do whatever she wants. 
I need to give her some space too. 


And there was my Dad... I don’t know what will happen to his relationship with 
Minato-san. Will she stay as Dad’s subordinate or will Dad accept her feelings? 


Either way, that had nothing to do with me anymore. Whatever they decided, I hoped 
that they would be happy with their decision. 


And I hoped that the thing I did today would end up a good memory for my parents. 
“Well, I’ve told you everything, so I’m going back to my room.” 

“Ah, okay. Thank you, Riku-san.” 

“Don't sweat it.” 

He sounded blunt, but Riku-san was a kind person too. I guess being kind is a trait of 
the Asanagi Family. All he needed to do was to get a job and he would be perfect, but 
too bad he seemed to have no intention of doing so. 

After that, Umi came. She was wearing her oversized jacket and a long skirt. This was 
pretty much her loungewear, but I guess my house was pretty much her second 
home now. 

I felt strangely happy. 

“Let's go.” 


“Mm!” 


We left her house while holding hands and started walking along the familiar street 
together. 


traitorAIZEN 231 | 243 


The snow had stopped tonight and the moonlight faintly lit our path. 
“What are you looking at, Umi?” 

“Hm? Just the pictures we took earlier. You wanna see?” 

“Sure.” 


I had the pictures saved on my phone, but why would I take it out at this moment 
just to see the pictures? I looked over Umi’s phone. 


“I smiled properly at least... Thank God...” 
“This one looks really good. You should put this one inside the album later.” 


On the screen, there was a photo of the Maehara Family members, smiling with four 
high school students surrounding them. 


I used to hate it when people took pictures of me. It felt embarrassing to be exposed 
to other people’s eyes because I had a complex about myself. 


But not anymore. 
Umi was here with me. She helped me overcome that complex, she told me that dull 
and awkward face I made in photos looked nice and that boosted my confidence a 


little. 


Ever since, I started thinking that it wouldn't be that bad to get my pictures taken if it 
could make her happy. 


“You know what, Umi?” 

Sees? 

“I love you.” 

As we passed the familiar railroad, I told Umi about my feelings. 


It was near the spot back when Umi confessed to me. I wasn’t aiming for this though, 
it was a coincidence that we were here. 
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“As a friend?” 
“As a girl, of course.’ 


I failed to say those words back on our first date and ever since that day there wasn’t 
a good time to say it to her. 


Back then, my nervousness took over and I failed to express myself properly, but 
now I felt calm. 


I could feel the warmth of her hand. If possible, I don’t want to share this warmth 
with anyone else. 


I wanted to treasure her and I wanted her to treasure me. I wanted to prioritize her 
more than anyone else and | wanted her to prioritize me more than anyone else. 


After everything that happened tonight, this feeling of mine grew even stronger. 

“I don’t know what will happen in the future... If we continue to be together for a 
long time, we will fight eventually and maybe there will be a time when I don’t want 
to see you anymore... But, even if that happens... I'll try to do my best to stay by your 


side...” 


I wished that this peaceful moment would continue forever, but I knew that it was 
impossible. Life wasn’t that kind, after all. 


Everyone would suffer at some point in their lives. 


“Anyway, Umi... I want you to become my lover... Sure, I’m a whiny, spoiled and 
unreliable guy, but if it’s for you... Ill do my best to make you happy.” 


I held her hand firmly. 
“Also, Umi... Thank you for always prioritizing me... I love you...” 
Umi nodded her head a little. 


I noticed that her eyes were wet. 
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“Umi, are you crying?” 


“Sniff... Shut up you idiot! Of course I would cry if you say something like that to me! 
Try to put yourself in my shoes, I bet you'll cry too! Idiot!” 


“Who knows~ But Umi, come here for a second.” 

“Mm...” 

I placed the paper bags on the ground and pulled her into my chest. 

“Maki, it’s warm...” 

“Tm glad to hear that... Haha...” 

Seeing Umi sobbing like a little girl in my arms, I couldn't help but laugh at her. 
“Maki, you bully. Even though I restrained myself from laughing back then...” 


“I knew it, you were secretly laughing at me back then. Well, that just shows how 
compatible we are, don’t you think?” 


“I guess so. We're now the crybaby duo.” 
“Your naming sense is still awful.” 
“But it fits us!” 


We messed around with each other like usual while gradually moving our faces 
closer. 


Cort wy 


Thanks to the train’s bad timing, we couldn't make out what we said to each other. 
But we were close enough, we could read each other’s lips at this distance. 
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Uu wy 


I love you. 


And so, from now on, we stopped being friends and started to be lovers. 
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CHAPTER 105 
TASTE LIKE COKE 


25th December, Christmas. 
I caught a cold. 


I woke up with a terrible chill even though my whole body was covered by the 
blanket. My body temperature was high, my nose was stuffy and it was hard to 
breathe. 


I felt that every possible cold symptom that ever existed in this world was ailing my 
body. 


Er De 
My current temperature was 39.5 degrees C, it was really high. 


Actually, some of the symptoms appeared last night, but I was having dinner with 
Umi, my lover, so I completely brushed them aside. I was too happy to feel sick, you 
see. 


Well, this was to be expected. I have been busy for the past three weeks. Both my 
body and mind were exhausted because I didn’t have the time to relax. Yesterday, 
everything was resolved and since I had nothing to worry about anymore, all my 
tension was replaced by the fatigue I had accumulated. 


And since I was sick, I decided to just take it easy and take my medicine. Or at least, 
that was the plan. 


“Here’s your medicine, Maki-kun, take it slowly and sleep afterward, okay? PII be in 
the next room, if you need something, don’t hesitate to call me, okay?” 


“C’mon, Maki, put your hands below the cover too. I know it’s hot, but you need to 
keep your body warm! Oh yeah, I'll go get your ice pack.” 
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I was lying on a futon in the guest room in Umi’s house. Both Umi and Sora-san were 
currently nursing me. 


“Sorry, for troubling you, Umi...” 


“Hm? It’s fine, I don’t mind~ I don't feel troubled at all... Rather, I’d be troubled if I 
were to leave you alone when your're like this.” 


I’ll summarize what exactly happened prior to this situation. 


-> | woke up and found out that I caught a cold, so I took some medicine and went 
back to bed. 


-> The fever didn’t go away after a while and suddenly Umi came. 


-> Apparently Mom gave her a duplicate key to our house, so she just barged in. I told 
her to go home, but she insisted on helping me. 


-> Umi called Sora-san over and told her about my fever. She came to my house and 
drove me to the hospital. The result of the check up was that I caught a severe cold 
and they gave me some IV drip. 

-> After that, Sora-san brought me to her house instead of bringing me back home. 
And here we were. 

By the way, mom canceled her months long break and went right back to work. It 
seemed like the company treated her absence as paid leave so there was no problem 
in that regard, but because of her work, she wouldn't be able to come home today. 
That was the content of the note she left at the table this morning. 

‘You don’t need to look for me, okay? 


-Sincerely, Mom.’ 


Since she was able to joke like that, I assumed that she would be okay even if I were 
to leave her alone. 


Still, her timing couldn't be worse... But, whatever, she was okay now, that was the 
only thing that mattered. 
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Because of that, Sora-san suggested that I stay in the Asanagi’s house in the 
meantime. At least until I completely recover from my cold. 


I felt like I’ve been troubling the Asanagis a lot lately, but since Sora-san insisted and 
I didn’t have enough reason to reject her kindness, I couldn’t help but agree to it. 


Sora-san and Umi aside, I felt that I would be troubling Riku-san by staying here for 
too long. 


Well, I couldn't do anything about it except for praying that my cold will go away 
soon. 


While I was worrying over things like that, Umi came bringing some ice packs. 
“Umi, have you told Sora-san about-” 


“Yeah, she knew about our relationship... Rather, she thought we've been dating this 
entire time, so yeah, you don’t need to worry about that.” 


“I see.” 

They approved our relationship, thankfully. I guess I could say that I got lucky. 
Families like the Asanagis who easily accepted the fact that their daughter was 
dating someone were quite rare after all. 

But anyway, we struck a surprisingly good balance. I had no problems with my 
friends while Umi had many with hers, and Umi had no problems with her family but 
mine was pretty much in shambles. 

“Maki, don’t worry... I’ll do my best so that we'll be able to be together forever...” 


“Yeah, I got it, but first we have to cure my cold, Umi...” 


“Hehe... Don’t worry about that. With the power of love, Pll nurse you back to health 
in a blink of an eye! So, give your body to me, Maki~” 


This girl in front of me was no longer just a friend, but my girlfriend. 
“Yeah sure... lll be in your care.” 


“Alright, now let’s spoil you with my chest-” 


traitorAIZEN 238 | 243 


“No, not now, please...” 

I felt like it would be counterproductive if she did that. Instead of trying my best to 
get rid of the cold, I would end up making zero effort so that I could bury my head in 
her chest for as long as I could. 

I could say this with confidence because I’m speaking from experience. 


Well, I’ll ask for it on another occasion. 


“Umu... Well, I can see that you look better already. By the way, can you eat? You're 
hungry, aren't you?” 


“Actually, yeah, I’m starving...” 

Now that I think about it, I haven’t eaten anything since I woke up. It’s almost 
lunchtime and I could smell something good coming from the kitchen. Sora-san 
seemed to be cooking. 

“Got it! l'll make something for you! You'll be fine with porridge, right?” 


“Eh?... Y-Yeah... B-but...’ 


“Don't worry, mom is here so all is fine. Besides, it’s just porridge, what could go 
wrong?” 


This girl casually raised a red flag like that. But, since Sora-san would be there, 
maybe... 


I decided to nod my head to her suggestion for the time being. 
* KX 
“My bad...” 


Sure enough, she triggered the flag successfully without much effort. The porridge 
was a complete failure. 


At first, Umi was asking for advice from Sora-san, but after Sora-san gave her advice, 
Umi kicked her out and went to make the porridge by herself. Apparently, she 
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thought that it was easy enough and there would be no way for her to mess up. But, 
like they said, overconfidence was a slow and insidious killer, she somehow burnt 
the rice in the process. 


And so, in front of me there was a lump of matter that resembled porridge, a box of 
pizza and a gloomy looking Umi. 


I’ve heard that she was bad at controlling the heat, but I didn’t know that she was 
this bad. By the way, Sora-san scolded her because the rice she burnt was the last 
rice available in the house. Because of that, she went to the convenience store to buy 


more rice. 


“Well, l'Il eat everything before it gets cold... It’s fine, everybody makes mistakes, at 
least you've learned your lesson now.” 


“Ugh... Sorry... I'll eat them-” 
“Nah, you made them for me, so I'll eat them.” 
I pointed to the soggy matter, the failed porridge. 


“Eh? But it tastes really bad though...” 
“Like I said, you made it for me, so might as well.” 


Even she admitted that it tasted bad. Well, it was the first dish she ever made for me, 
I didn’t want it to go to waste. At least this will make a good memory for both of us. 


“O-Okay... But, don't force yourself...” 


Umi brought a spoonful to my mouth. I opened my mouth and swallowed it without 
hesitation. 


It tasted bitter. She took the burned part away, but the bitterness was still there. 
It wasn't flavorless though, so it was still edible. 
“Ugh...” 


“How was it?” 
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“Its bad, sorry... Man, you're really bad at this...” 

The morally correct answer here was to praise her, but I found no reason to do that. 
Still, even though it was bad, it was still something that she made for me. 

“It’s fine though. I’m glad that you tried at all. So, thank you, Umi...’ 


“Maki, you need to stop spoiling me, jeez... PII become a lazy woman if you keep 
this up, you know?” 


That was a tall order, Princess. 

We were lovers after all, I had to spoil you whenever I could. 

“Forget about the porridge, let’s just eat the pizza together! Here it is, Aah~” 
Also because we were lovers, it was natural that we’re doing this kind of thing. 


“Aahh... Mm! Yeah, this one tastes much better than whatever that was. Actually, I’m 
glad I ate that thing first because it somehow enhanced the taste of the pizza.” 


“So you have chosen death.” 

“Go easy on me.” 

I should avoid food-related jokes for the time being. 
Also... 


I did it behind everyone’s back to make Umi feel better. I learned that her lips tasted 
like coke. 
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CHAPTER 106 
AUTHOR'S NOTES 


First of all, thank you for reading ‘I Became Friends with the Second Cutest Girl in My 
Class’, I am the author, Takata. 


As announced, this series won 6th place in the romance category of the Kakuyomu- 
Con Awards. 


I was hopeful because I received so much great feedback from everyone and I’m glad 
that the series was in the top 10 of the awards. 


However, this success came at a price, I have to work harder on the book version of 
the series. Because of that, the next arc, the sophomore arc will have to be delayed 
further. 


I know it has been a month since the last update, but after I finish writing the book, 
I'll continue updating the web version like usual. 


I haven't been able to reply to each of your comments, but I’m always thankful for 
your continuous support toward Maki and Umi. 
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